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Abstract 
This research investigates, from a sociolinguistic perspective, the speech acts of 
compliments and compliment responses as realized by eighty Saudi students who 
study English as a Foreign Language (EFL). The speech acts were investigated in the 
student’s use of English as their second language. It aims to identify the semantic and 
structural formulas used by the participants to express compliments in English and to 
respond to compliments. The study also examines the roles of the topic of 
conversation in the realization of compliments. Furthermore, the study investigates 
gender differences with regard to the use of compliments and compliment responses. 
A discourse completion test (DCT) consisting of twelve situations was used to 
collect data from the participants. The analysis of the responses found that the 
dominant form of compliments used was unbound semantic formulas that were not 
influenced by the social relationship between the participants. Topics that are 
socially delicate result in the use of more implicit compliments than explicit 
compliments. The religious norms require politeness in the interactions between 
people, and this is reflected in the prevalence of implicit compliments. There is a 
wide range of compliments used with no fixed pattern of usage. Compliments tend to 
be given using adjectives rather than verbs. Gender did not appear to affect the nature 
of usage of compliments and responses. The research suggests that the cultural 
influences of the English language and western culture may be influencing how 
young Saudis use compliments.   
 
 
!
5!
Table of Contents 
 
CHAPTER ONE:  INTRODUCTION ...................................................................................... 8!
1.1  Aim and Background .................................................................................................... 8!
1.2  Statement of the Problem .............................................................................................. 9!
1.3  Impact of Research ..................................................................................................... 12!
1.4  Scope, Limitations, and Challenges ............................................................................ 13!
CHAPTER TWO:  LITERATURE REVIEW ........................................................................ 15!
2.1  Introduction ................................................................................................................. 15!
2.2  Definition and Functions of Compliments .................................................................. 15!
2.2.1  Functions of Compliments .................................................................................. 18!
2.3  Compliment Responses ............................................................................................... 20!
2.4  The Linguistic Patterns of Compliments .................................................................... 24!
2.5  Compliments and Politeness ....................................................................................... 27!
2.6  Compliments and Gender ........................................................................................... 30!
2.7  Compliments and Social Status .................................................................................. 32!
2.8  Compliments and Intercultural Competence .............................................................. 32!
2.9  Compliments and Pragmatic Awareness .................................................................... 33!
2.10  Compliments and culture .......................................................................................... 35!
2.11  Conclusion ................................................................................................................ 37!
CHAPTER THREE:  RESEARCH METHODOLOGY ........................................................ 39!
3.1  Introduction ................................................................................................................. 39!
3.2  Research Design ......................................................................................................... 39!
3.3! Research Questions ................................................................................................. 41!
3.4  The Participants .......................................................................................................... 42!
3.5  Instrument ................................................................................................................... 43!
3.6  Data Collection ........................................................................................................... 44!
3.7  Statistical Analysis ...................................................................................................... 45!
CHAPTER FOUR:  RESEARCH DATA ............................................................................... 47!
4.1  Overview ..................................................................................................................... 47!
4.2  Semantic formulas of Compliments ........................................................................... 48!
4.2.1 Compliments ........................................................................................................ 48!
4.2.2  Compliment Responses ...................................................................................... 69!
4.2.2.7  Compliment Responses in total ........................................................................ 86!
4.3  Structural Formulas of Compliments .......................................................................... 89!
4.4 Influence of Topic on Compliments and Compliment Responses .............................. 91!
4.4.1  Compliments ....................................................................................................... 91!
4.4.2  Compliment Responses ...................................................................................... 92!
4.5  Gender Differences ..................................................................................................... 94!
4.5.1  Compliments ....................................................................................................... 94!
4.5.2  Compliment Responses ...................................................................................... 94!
4.5.3 Compliment Structure .......................................................................................... 96!
CHAPTER FIVE:  FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION ............................................................. 98!
5.1  Introduction ................................................................................................................. 98!
5.2  Discussion of Results .................................................................................................. 98!
5.2.1  Semantic and Structural Forms Used by Saudi Students .................................... 98!
5.2.2  Impact of Topic of Compliment on Level of Usage ......................................... 104!
5.2.3  Semantic Formulas Used in Compliment Responses ....................................... 106!
5.2.4  Impact of gender on compliment usage and responses .................................... 108!
CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS ...................................... 110!
6.1  Summary of Findings ................................................................................................ 110!
!
6!
6.2  Contribution .............................................................................................................. 112!
6.3  Implications .............................................................................................................. 113!
Appendices ............................................................................................................................ 116!
Appendix 1 ....................................................................................................................... 116!
Appendix 2 ....................................................................................................................... 119!
Appendix 3 ....................................................................................................................... 121!
Appendix 4 ....................................................................................................................... 122!
Appendix 5 ....................................................................................................................... 123!
References ............................................................................................................................. 125!
 
List of Tables 
Table 1. Yuan’s (2002) Framework of Compliment Strategies .............................................. 17!
Table 2. Herbert’s (1986, p. 79) Classification of Compliment Responses ............................ 22!
Table 3. Linguistic Patterns of Compliments According to Manes and Wolfson (1980) ....... 25!
Table 4. Linguistic Patterns of Compliments Suggested by Holmes (1995, p. 128) .............. 25!
Table 5. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliments Among the Participants ................... 49!
Table 6: The Ten Most Commonly Used Words in Situation 1 ............................................. 50!
Table 7. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliments Among the Participants ................... 51!
Table 8. The Ten Most Commonly Used Words in Situation 2 ............................................. 52!
Table 9. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliments Among the Participants ................... 54!
Table 10. The Ten Most Commonly Used Words in Situation 3 ........................................... 55!
Table 11. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliments Among the Participants ................. 57!
Table 12. The Ten Most Commonly Used words in Situation 4 ............................................ 58!
Table 13. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliments Among the Participants ................. 60!
Table 14. Ten common words used in Situation 2 .................................................................. 61!
Table 15. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliments among the Participants .................. 63!
Table 16. The Ten Most Commonly Used Words in Situation 6 ........................................... 64!
Table 17. Frequencies and Percentages for all Compliments Among the Participants in 
Situations 1–6 .................................................................................................................. 66!
Table 18. The Ten Most Commonly Words Used in Compliment Situations ........................ 67!
Table 19. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliment Responses Among the Participants 70!
Table 20. Ten Common Words Used in Compliment Answers ............................................. 71!
Table 21. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliment Responses Among the Participants 73!
Table 22. The Ten Most Commonly Used Words in Compliment Answers .......................... 74!
Table 23. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliment Responses Among the Participants 76!
Table 24. Ten Most Commonly Used Words Used in Compliment Answers ........................ 77!
Table 25. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliment Responses among the Participants . 79!
Table 26. Description of the Ten Most Commonly Used Words in Compliment Responses 80!
Table 27. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliment Responses Among the Participants 82!
Table 28. Ten Common Words Used in Compliment Answers ............................................. 83!
Table 29. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliment Responses Among the Participants 84!
Table 30. Description of Ten Most Commonly Used Words in Compliment Answers ......... 85!
Table 31. Frequencies and Percentages of total Compliment Responses Among the 
Participants in Situations  7–12 ....................................................................................... 87!
Table 32. The ten most commonly used words in compliment responses .............................. 88!
Table 33. The Frequencies and Percentages of Structural Formulas of Compliments ........... 90!
Table 34. Frequencies, Percentages and Chi-square Test of Compliments Across Male and 
Female Participants ......................................................................................................... 94!
Table 35. Frequencies, Percentages and Chi-square Tests of Compliment Responses Across 
Male and Female Participants ......................................................................................... 95!
!
7!
Table 36. Frequencies, Percentages and Chi-square tests for Compliment Structures Across 
Male and Female Participants ......................................................................................... 97!
Table 37. Semantic Formulas of Compliments Provided by Saudi Students ......................... 99!
Table 38. Semantic Formulas from the Six Situations in the Discourse Completion Test ... 100!
Table 39. Frequency of Semantic Compliments ................................................................... 102!
Table 40. Compliment Responses Based on Semantic Formulas ......................................... 106!
Table 41. Frequency of Semantic Formulas of Compliment Responses .............................. 108!
 
List of Figures 
Figure 1.  Word tree of phrases for ‘congratulations’ and ‘good’ .......................................... 50!
Figure 2.  Word tree of phrases for ‘good’ and ‘presentation’ ............................................... 53!
Figure 3:  Word tree of phrases for ‘phone’ and ‘like’ ........................................................... 56!
Figure 4:  Word tree of phrases for ‘nice’ and ‘shoes’ ........................................................... 59!
Figure 5:  Word tree of phrases for ‘house’, ‘furniture’ and ‘clean’ ...................................... 62!
Figure 6:  Word tree of phrases for ‘good’ and ‘look’ ............................................................ 65!
Figure 7:  Word tree of phrases for ‘good’, ‘nice’ and ‘look .................................................. 68!
Figure 8:  Word tree of phrases for ‘thank’ ............................................................................ 72!
Figure 9:  Word tree of phrases for ‘thank’ ............................................................................ 75!
Figure 10:  Word tree of phrases for ‘thank’ .......................................................................... 78!
Figure 11:  Word tree of phrases for ‘thank’ and ‘job’ ........................................................... 81!
Figure 12:  Word tree of phrases for ‘help’ ............................................................................ 83!
Figure 13:  Word tree of phrases for ‘thank’ and ‘happy’ ...................................................... 86!
Figure 14:  Word tree of phrases for ‘thank’ .......................................................................... 89!
 
 
!
8!
CHAPTER ONE:  INTRODUCTION 
1.1  Aim and Background 
This study seeks to identify the way that the speech acts of compliments and 
compliment responses are used by Saudi EFL students, and to understand them from 
a sociolinguistic perspective. In particular, the study aims to:  
• Determine the semantic and structural formulas used by the participants 
(Saudi EFL students) to express compliments in English.  
• Investigate gender differences in the use of compliments and compliment 
responses.  
Compliments and compliment responses are considered key speech acts that 
are used in daily life situations in order to praise and congratulate others or to reply 
to their praise or compliments (Holmes, 1986). They are particularly important 
because they reflect cultural values and because they are considered as judgments 
and expressions of appreciation of others’ work (Nelson, Al-Batal, & Echols, 1996). 
Speakers use different terms and linguistic constructions to express compliments and 
compliment responses. Speakers also differ in the frequency of their use of 
compliments and compliment responses (Golato, 2003). That frequency is dependent 
on the social context in which the compliments are produced, and on the gender and 
social standing of the persons involved (Cutting, 2002; Levinson, 1983). Using a 
Discourse Completion Test (DCT) framed in the English language, the current 
research collected data from eighty Saudi EFL learners at Al-Baha University in Al-
Baha city in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The DCT was used for data collection 
since it is the most common method used to collect natural and spontaneous data in 
social contexts despite limitations with the DCT approach (Cedar, 2006; Chen, 1993; 
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Urano, 1998; and Tang & Zhang, 2009). The DCT used in this research consisted of 
twelve situations in which the participants were asked to write compliments to a 
given social situation, and to respond to the compliments given to them. 
This research is an addition to empirical research conducted on the speech acts 
used to express compliments and compliment responses. The research adds to the 
cross-cultural understanding of the ways in which compliments and compliment 
responses are used. The research unveils how Saudi EFL learners communicate and 
use language when they compliment others and respond to the compliments of others 
in an English language context. . 
1.2  Statement of the Problem 
The study of language acquires its value from investigating language use in 
different social contexts and different cultures. Since each culture has a unique set of 
values, communicative styles, and linguistic mechanisms, the understanding of the 
speech acts of compliments and compliment responses is enhanced through 
exploration in different socio-cultural contexts. DeCapua (1989) argued that the 
speech acts used to express compliments provide a social understanding of how 
culture affects language selection and use, and how people should act in order to 
preserve the other’s face. 
Compliments are natural in all cultures. They reflect the social aspects of the 
culture (Levinson, 1983). In English-speaking contexts, compliments have been the 
subject of significant research (Cedar, 2006; Holmes, 1986; Manes and Wolfson, 
1980; Urano, 1998; Wolfson, 1983). Within Asian contexts there has also been 
significant research into the use of compliments (Barnlund & Araki, 1985; Chen, 
1993; Tang & Zhang, 2009). Compared to these cultural contexts, the study of the 
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use of compliments and compliment responses in Arab and Muslim cultures has been 
limited (Pishghadam, 2011).  
The above studies yielded different results with regard to the compliment 
strategies used, the structural and semantic resources used to express compliments, 
and the different techniques used to respond to compliments due to cultural 
differences. Research into the impact of gender on compliment usage and 
compliment responses has found that there is a significant difference in how males 
and females use compliments (Chen, 1993; Farghal, 2006; Holmes, 1986; Urano, 
1998; Wolfson, 1983). Most of these studies contend that females use more 
compliment strategies than males.  
The limited study of compliments in Arabic-speaking contexts has identified 
the following features. Some researchers have investigated the use of compliments 
by Arab students in countries such as Egypt and Kuwait. Farghal (2006) investigated 
the use of compliments in Kuwait and explored the use of English compliments by 
Kuwaiti EFL learners. He concluded that Kuwaiti EFL learners are affected by their 
first language in the production of compliments. They normally use words and 
phrases taken from their first language such as mabrook “congratulations” and 
shukran “thanks”. Nelson, Bakary, & Al-Batal (1996) studied Egyptian students’ 
production of compliments and concluded that they use a variety of compliment 
strategies to be polite with others. This study indicated that female students use more 
polite strategies than males to express compliments. The interest of Arab researchers 
in compliments is still limited. The lack of studies on compliments and other speech 
acts such as apologies and refusals demonstrates that more studies are still needed to 
address the communicative competence of Arabic speakers.  
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The acquisition of pragmatic competence in a foreign language is a special 
challenge for Arabic speakers (Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper, 1989; Farghal, 2006; 
Nelson et al., 1996; Qanbar, 2012). They may have communicative failures because 
they may not understand what is being said to them (Cutting, 2002). Zhan (2010) 
reported that non-native speakers need to identify the internal and external elements 
of communication related to social relationships and intimacy. Arabic speakers need 
to focus on both linguistic competence and pragmatic competence in order to be 
effectively and successfully able to interact with people from other cultures. This 
explains the complexity of language learning for EFL learners. 
In Arabic-speaking contexts in particular, and in non-native contexts in 
general, the focus of EFL teaching is mainly on the linguistic competence of the 
learners, with a minimal focus on pragmatic competence. The majority of EFL 
teachers concentrate on grammar and vocabulary instruction without giving much 
attention to instructing students on how to use the language in different situations. 
This is mainly attributed to the dominance of the traditional methods of instruction in 
the EFL classes that require the learners to mainly master grammar and vocabulary 
without giving much attention to the learners’ communicative competence. Chen and 
Yang (2010) demonstrated that EFL learners cannot use the proper compliment 
strategies due to poor instruction about pragmatic competence in their language 
classes. Qu and Wang (2005) reported that EFL learners are not trained to use 
compliments in the class due to an emphasis on other language areas.  
Compliments in the Saudi context are understudied. Although compliments 
have been studied in other Arabic-speaking contexts such as Yemen (Qanbar, 2012), 
Kuwait (Farghal, 2006) and Egypt (Nelson et al., 1996), the findings of such studies 
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cannot be generalized to other Arabic-speaking settings. Compliments in Arabic are 
mainly derived from religious expressions, which are common in all Arab countries. 
However, lifestyles differ from one Arab country to another. Studies such as Al-
Khateeb’s (2009) have asserted that Saudi speakers use more conservative and 
religion-based social utterances than speakers in other Arab countries. Saudi society 
is a more conservative society, and the use of compliments is worthy of study in this 
context. So, the current research provides an understanding of compliments in the 
Saudi context. In doing so, the research explores a new culture and speech 
community by studying how compliments are produced by Saudi EFL learners. 
Therefore, this research fills a research gap by adding a study of Saudi-based 
compliments to the cross-cultural literature on compliments. 
1.3  Impact of Research 
This research contributes to the literature on speech acts used to express 
compliments and compliment responses. The study of compliments and compliment 
responses in the Saudi context helps provide in-depth insights on the communicative 
competence of Saudi EFL students. The study explores the problems that the learners 
face in using the language for social purposes, particularly when expressing 
compliments and compliment responses. The study of compliments and compliment 
responses helps students to understand the culture in which they are operating, and to 
communicate successfully with other speakers. 
This research draws the attention of EFL teachers to the communicative 
competence of the learners and how their communicative competence can be 
improved in order to better interact with others. Teachers may consider changing the 
teaching activities and instructional methods they use in their classes in order to 
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allow learners to use language from a communicative perspective. Teachers might 
change from depending on the mere instruction of grammar and vocabulary to using 
interactive activities and tasks that stir the students’ thinking and evaluation. 
This study could enable syllabus designers to take into account students’ needs 
when designing syllabuses. Syllabus designers might consider incorporating 
materials that allow students to practice language in a manner which promotes 
linguistic competence as well as pragmatic competence. Teacher development 
programs can benefit from this research in developing teachers’ abilities to design 
their classes and to design class materials that ensure students’ cross-cultural 
understandings and allow learners to communicate effectively with speakers from 
other backgrounds.  
1.4  Scope, Limitations, and Challenges 
This research has its own scope and limitations. Firstly, the scope of the 
research is limited to the study of the use of compliments and compliment responses 
by Saudi EFL learners. The study is limited to the exploration of the structural and 
semantic resources used by the students to express compliments, and to the 
exploration of the impact of topic on compliment production. The study is limited to 
the exploration of the frequency with which the participants used compliments and 
compliment responses. The study focuses on gender differences with regard to the 
use of compliments and compliment responses. Furthermore, the study is limited to 
an examination of the impact of the learners’ first language on compliment 
production. The study only focuses on Saudi male and female students who were 
studying English as a foreign language at the Department of English Language and 
Literature at Al-Baha University. The findings are therefore applicable only to this 
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group.  
 The first challenge that the research faced was related to interacting with 
female participants in Saudi Arabia. Males are not allowed to mix with females in 
universities and schools as per Saudi norms. The researcher overcame this challenge 
by using a female co-researcher to collect data from the female participants. This did 
however mean that the researcher had no control over the interaction between the 
female researcher and the female subjects.  
Another of the challenges that the co-research faced was time constraints. The 
time allocated for data collection was short because the researcher could collect only 
four to six tests a day from the participants. This obliged the researcher to take 
several days for data collection and coding. However, the researcher solved this 
problem by arranging groups of students together before distributing the test. 
The inherent limitations in the DCT approach to compliment research were a 
significant consideration. The use of a written form to study verbal interactions 
carries with it the risk that the responses may not be a true and accurate 
representation of what occurs in actual interactions. It was difficult, due to resource 
limitations, to observe the interactions between people in real life in order to 
determine the accuracy of the subjects’ responses. Because of the need for recall, and 
the need for the subject to consider how he or she might respond in a given situation, 
there is no guarantee that the written response will capture the actual response in a 
verbal interaction. This shortcoming is accepted by the researcher. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  LITERATURE REVIEW  
2.1  Introduction 
This chapter discusses the theoretical framework required to make sense of 
the research in this field. The approach that is used rests upon some key concepts that 
are discussed in this review of the literature on compliments and compliment 
responses. The chapter first discusses the definitions of compliments and compliment 
responses. It then examines the functions of compliments and compliment responses 
and their linguistic patterns. It also discusses the influence of gender, social status, 
communicative competence and pragmatic awareness on compliment usage. The 
chapter also relates the current study to the existing literature and provides 
background knowledge about the linguistic patterns of compliments, with a focus on 
their functions. 
2.2  Definition and Functions of Compliments  
The study of speech acts has witnessed an increasing interest among 
researchers in the last few years. The speech act of complimenting has drawn the 
attention of many researchers in the fields of applied linguistics (e.g. Qanbar, 2012; 
Farghal, 2006) sociolinguistics (e.g. Wolfson, 1983; Herbert, 1990), pragmatics (e.g. 
Holmes, 1986), semantics and philosophy (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969). Many 
attempts have been made to define what a compliment is.  
The term “compliment” is defined by researchers in many different ways due 
to differences in the contexts, cultures and perspectives of those researchers. Hyland 
(2000, p. 44) defines a compliment as “an act which attributes credit to another for 
some characteristic, attribute, skill, etc., which is positively valued by the person”. 
Holmes (1986) defines a compliment as “a speech act which explicitly or implicitly 
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attributes credit to someone other than the speaker, usually the person addressed, for 
some ‘good’ (possession, characteristic, skill etc.) which is positively valued by the 
speaker and the hearer”. A compliment can be described as showing approval of the 
other’s behaviours and efforts (Farghal, 2006). Fraser (1990) considered that 
compliments are positive judgments that attach direct or indirect qualities to the 
recipients. According to Herbert (1986), compliments are indications of appreciation 
and good relations with others. This friendly nature of compliments motivated 
Herbert (1986) to argue that compliments are considered phatic expressions which 
aim to strengthen connections through the exchange of words. This means that a 
compliment involves praise of the other’s characteristics, and normally springs from 
the social relations between the interactional parties. 
Compliments serve a range of social functions (Leech, 1983). There can be a 
difference between what is said and what is meant.  The nature of an expression is 
influenced by a wide range of variables including gender, social status and the 
cultural identity of the participants (Ruhi, 2006). A compliment may be motivated by 
a desire to maintain a harmonious relationship, maintain face or observe established 
social protocols, or it may be part of an interactional strategy. This variety in 
motivations explains the different linguistic forms that speakers use to express 
compliments. For example, “Congratulations!”, “I am very happy with your 
success”, and “That is great!” are three different expressions used to compliment 
people on their success.  
According to Yuan (2002), there are two categories of compliments in terms of 
the semantic formulas used to express them. These categories are unbound semantic 
formulas and bound semantic formulas, as shown in Table 1: 
!
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Table 1. Yuan’s (2002) Framework of Compliment Strategies 
Compliment Strategies Example 
Unbound 
Semantic 
Formulas 
Explicit 
Compliment 
What a nice cell phone you have.  
Implicit 
Compliment 
I wish I could have a cell phone like yours.  
Bound 
Semantic 
formulas 
Explanation I saw how difficult it was to fix my laptop. 
Information 
Question 
Where did you learn to fix it?  
Future 
Reference 
You have a bright future in fixing laptops. 
Contrast I think you are more helpful than your brother.  
Advice You’d better open a laptop store.  
Request Can you check my cell phone too?  
Non-Compliment Sorry to take your time  
Opt Out I would say nothing.  
  
“Unbound semantic formulas” indicate expressions that can work 
autonomously as compliments. “Bound semantic formulas” indicate expressions that 
cannot be regarded as compliments by themselves, and they should be used in 
combination with an unbound semantic formula. 
The “unbound semantic formulas” can be classified into two sub-categories: 
“explicit compliments” and “implicit compliments”. An explicit compliment is often 
a general statement “with at least one positive semantic carrier” (e.g. a great effort). 
Implicit compliments are compliments “with or without a positive semantic carrier, 
where the addressee is not directly mentioned but the positive meaning can be 
inferred from what is said in a particular context” (e.g. “Where did you buy this 
dress? I want to buy one myself”) (Yuan, 2002, p. 192).   
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On the other hand, “bound semantic formulas” involve “explanations, 
references to the future, contrasts, advice or requests”. “Non-complimentary” replies 
involve “non-compliments” or “opt outs”. “Non-compliments” can be “bound 
semantic formulas” or other responses that do not have any positive meaning. “Opt 
outs” are cases where speakers do not say anything in a situation in which a 
compliment is anticipated (Yuan, 2002, p. 192). 
2.2.1  Functions of Compliments  
2.2.1.1  Keeping Social Ties and Solidarity  
Compliments perform various functions. One of their main functions is to 
maintain social ties and connections (Holmes, 1988). Compliments are made more 
for social and affective purposes than for informative purposes (Holmes, 1988). 
Compliments are acts that mainly attempt to increase social solidarity between the 
speaker and the recipient. Compliments are described as being like the “social 
lubricants” that establish familiarity between people (Wolfson, 1983, p. 89). Holmes 
and Brown (1987), when investigating the functions of compliments, reported that 
compliments are made in order to enhance the positive aspects of an individual in 
order to establish social solidarity and strengthen social ties. Holmes (1986) argued 
that compliments are uttered to stress solidarity and heal the gaps that may be caused 
by offences. In general, compliments aim to make others feel comfortable and 
pleased.  
Compliments have the potential to cause harm. Schmidt and Richards (1980) 
reported that a compliment conveys an affective meaning. This shows that a 
compliment is a speech act that can harm or hurt the listener’s feelings, depending on 
how it is performed. The intent of the complimenter and the manner in which the 
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compliment is framed can act to weaken or strengthen social ties (Brown and 
Levinson, 1987). Billmyer (1990) and Zhan (2010) assert that compliments often 
encompass certain socio-cultural functions. Compliments are used in order to 
perform certain social purposes, that is, to show respect and deference, or to show 
intimacy and solidarity (Watts, 2003). By attempting to make people feel good about 
themselves, the complimenter is seeking to consolidate social ties.   
2.2.1.2  Informative Purposes  
Johnson and Roen (1992) claim that while compliments are mostly uttered for 
emotional purposes, some compliments aim to fulfill robust informative purposes. 
They analysed a number of research writings and found that the compliments in these 
writings carried both an emotional and a referential meaning. Referential meanings 
convey information. The conveying of information through a compliment serves the 
practical purpose of communicating a person’s opinion of another in a positive 
manner.  
2.2.1.3 Politeness 
Complimenting is one of the speech acts that serve the function of yielding 
pragmatic success (Golato, 2004). In daily life situations, speakers often select the 
discourse strategies that make them appear polite. Compliment strategies are used to 
facilitate conversation and maintain the face of the speakers. According to Brown 
and Levinson (1987), speakers consider the face wants of other people and try to 
satisfy their face desires. In producing compliments, speakers need to take into 
account the utterances they produce and the language they use. 
!
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2.3  Compliment Responses  
A compliment response is generally described as an expression used by the 
recipient of a compliment when responding to a complimenter. Herbert (1986) 
defines a compliment response as the appreciation of the other’s endeavors to praise 
one’s action or behaviour. This shows that a compliment response is generally seen 
as a reply that the recipient gives to those who praise their performance or attributes, 
and to those who think highly of them. The compliment response depends on the 
type of the compliment and the social relations between the speech parties. 
Compliment responses have been researched extensively in linguistic research. 
One of the first researchers to discuss compliment responses was Pomerantz (1978), 
who investigated compliment responses in American English and reported that the 
speaker is faced with two competing ideas: (a) agreement with the speaker, and (b) 
evasion of self-praise. Pomerantz proposes that, in any conversation, the recipient is 
under pressure to accept a compliment from the complimenter. The person receiving 
a compliment has a choice as to whether they accept the compliment, downplay the 
importance of the compliment, or seek to respond in a manner that lessens the 
importance of the compliment. The recipient is faced with a difficult decision as to 
the response that is required to convey the level of humility that they wish to exhibit. 
The analysis of American responses showed a widespread disagreement and 
rejection of compliments. Pomerantz (1978, p. 92) deduces that compliment 
respondents use different strategies to resolve the conflict through acceptance or 
rejection or self-praise avoidance. Those “solutions” or “resolutions” are described as 
“Praise Downgrades”, “Referent Shifts,” and self-praise avoidance.  
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There have been a number of significant studies into the nature of compliment 
responses. The studies that have tackled compliments and compliment responses 
examined the variations associated with the production of compliments and 
compliment responses. Holmes (1986) introduces three key types of compliment 
responses: rejection, acceptance and evasion. Holmes points out that the most 
common form of compliment response produced by speakers in New Zealand is 
acceptance. It was shown that the recipients tended to accept the compliments given 
by speakers and to return the compliment to the complimenter. In a study on 
American and British speakers of English, Herbert (1986) analyses more than one 
thousand compliment responses gathered at the State University in New York. 
Herbert concludes that about sixty per cent of compliment responses conveyed 
acceptance. Herbert found that British speakers tend to accept compliments more 
often than American speakers. Herbert explains that this variation in compliment 
acceptance might be due to cultural patterns and to the factors of religion, politics 
and environment that affect the speakers’ realisation of compliments. Holmes (1986) 
and Herbert (1986) points out that there are different tendencies in the realisation of 
compliments and compliment responses between male and female speakers. This is 
explored further in Section 2.6.  
Herbert (1986) introduces a classification of compliment responses, as 
summarised in Table 2 below, to show the different ways in which people react to 
compliments. 
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Table 2. Herbert’s (1986, p. 79) Classification of Compliment Responses 
Compliment Response Category Instance 
A- Agreement   
1- Acceptances  
! Appreciation Token Thanks; thank you; [smile]. 
! Comment Acceptance Thanks, it’s my favorite too. 
! Praise Upgrade Really brings out the blue in my eyes, 
doesn’t it? 
2- Comment History I bought it for the trip to Arizona. 
3- Transfers  
! Reassignment  My brother gave it to me. 
! Return  So’s yours. 
B- Non-Agreement  
1- Scale Down It’s really quite old.  
2- Question Do you really think so? 
3- Non-acceptances  
! Disagreement I hate it. 
! Qualification  It’s all right, but Len’s is nicer. 
4- No Acknowledgement  [Silence] 
C- Other Interpretations   
1- Request   You wanna borrow this one too? 
 
The above table shows that different compliment responses may be chosen by 
compliment recipients. Firstly, the compliment response can be an agreement. In this 
category of responses, the addressee can respond either by acceptance such as using 
appreciation tokens (e.g. Thank you), comment acceptance (e.g. Thanks, I like it 
also), or praise upgrade (Really makes me more handsome, doesn’t it?).  Agreement 
can also be expressed by using the strategy of comment history (e.g. I purchased it 
from the UK) or by using transfers. Transfers can be divided into sub-categories: 
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reassignment, giving credit to someone else (e.g. My sister prepared it for me) and 
return – that is, paying back the first speaker with a similar compliment (e.g. So is 
yours). 
Secondly, a compliment response can be a non-agreement. In this category of 
responses, the addressee can respond either by a scale down (e.g. It’s somewhat old), 
a question (e.g. Do you really think so?), or a non-acceptance. A non-acceptance can 
be expressed by using a disagreement (e.g. I don’t like it) or qualification (e.g. It is 
okay, but the blue one is better). Furthermore, a compliment response can be 
expressed by non-acknowledgement (e.g. silence). Thirdly, the addressees can 
respond to a compliment by using other interpretations such as questions. Rather 
than take the first speaker’s utterance as a compliment, the addressee may interpret it 
as an implied request and respond by saying, for example, “You need this one also?” 
After Herbert (1986), different studies compared compliment responses in 
different languages. These studies reveal clear differences between the various 
languages in the patterns of compliment responses. Lorenzo-Dus (2001) investigates 
differences in the patterns of compliment responses between British and Spanish 
undergraduate students. The study showed that Spanish male speakers are more 
inclined to upgrade compliments ironically than female speakers, and that this 
category of compliment response is not found in his corpus of British participants. 
Furthermore, the studies of Al-Batal and Echols (1996) and Herbert and Straight 
(1989) conclude that Arabic and African speakers commonly respond to 
compliments by acceptance more often than British and American speakers.  
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2.4  The Linguistic Patterns of Compliments 
It has been claimed that compliments are, to a great extent, formulaic 
utterances (Wolfson & Manes, 1980). Complimenters mostly use a limited number of 
structures and words in order to express compliments (Kasper, 2000). In this respect, 
compliments resemble greeting, thanking, and apology speech acts. The limited 
variations in the patterns of compliments are mainly attributable to the functions of 
compliments (Manes and Wolfson, 1980). A compliment is mainly intended to 
establish solidarity with the addressees and to make them feel better. Adjectives such 
as good, wonderful, beautiful, nice and great are commonly used to express 
compliments. Below are some examples of compliments listed in previous studies 
(Wolfson, 1981, p. 121):  
• Your apartment’s nice.  
• That’s a good question.  
• You have such a beautiful baby. 
On the other hand, the verbs like and love are the most common verbs used to 
express compliments (Wolfson, 1981, p. 121). For example:  
• I really like your hair that way.  
• I love your outfit.  
Manes and Wolfson (1980) identify nine linguistic patterns of compliments. 
They analysed more than six hundred compliments produced by about one hundred 
students in two American universities. The compliments were recorded in authentic 
daily conversations and then classified into nine linguistic patterns. Table 3 shows 
the nine linguistic patterns of compliments. 
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Table 3. Linguistic Patterns of Compliments According to Manes and Wolfson 
(1980) 
1. NP is/looks (really) ADJ ‘Your hair looks nice’ 
2. I (really) like/love NP ‘I love your hair’ 
3. PRO is (really) (a) ADJ NP ‘That’s a nice piece of work’ 
4. You V (a) (really) ADJ NP ‘You did a good job’ 
5. You V NP (really) ADV ‘You really handled that situation well’ 
6. You have (a) (really) ADJ NP ‘You have such beautiful hair’  
7. What (a) ADJ NP! ‘What a lovely baby you have’  
8. ADJ NP! ‘Nice game’ 
9. Isn’t NP ADJ! ‘Isn’t your ring beautiful! Isn’t it pretty!’ 
(From Manes and Wolfson, 1980, p. 120-121) 
Holmes (1995) suggests six linguistic patterns of compliments based on a study 
conducted on a number of compliments produced by speakers in New Zealand. 
These patterns are presented in Table 4. 
Table 4. Linguistic Patterns of Compliments Suggested by Holmes (1995, p. 128) 
Linguistic Patterns Examples 
NP BE (LOOKING) (INTENSIFIER) ADJ ‘That coat is really great’ 
I (INTENSIFIER) LIKE NP ‘I simply love that skirt’ 
PRO BE (a) (INTENSIFIER) ADJ NP ‘That is a very nice coat’ 
What (a) (ADJ) NP! ‘What lovely children!’ 
(INTENSIFIER) ADJ (NP) ‘Really cool ear-rings.’ 
Isn't NP ADJ! ‘Isn’t this food wonderful!’ 
 
The above two tables show the linguistic patterns of compliments identified by 
Manes and Wolfson (1980) and Holmes (1995). Holmes presents six patterns that 
resemble the nine patterns in the model put forward by Manes and Wolfson. 
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However, Manes and Wolfson introduce three extra patterns, which are (You V (a) 
(really) ADJ NP, You V NP (really) ADV, and You have (a) (really) ADJ NP). The 
two models presented by Holmes, and by Manes and Wolfson, show that 
compliments are mainly expressed by using fixed structures with a key use of noun 
phrases and adjectives.  
The linguistic patterns that comprise the aforementioned models are generic 
patterns that can be used to study compliments. The patterns contained within the 
models may not reflect a specific cultural context. The complimenting behaviours of 
both native and non-native speakers are also studied by Qanbar (2012). The objective 
of Qanbar’s study compared how compliments is produced in the Yemeni context 
and the English context using a discourse completion test in a bilingual version. The 
study found that the Yemeni students basically used adjectives to express 
compliments and that the English students mainly used adjectives and verbs to 
express compliments.  
In Arabic-speaking contexts, Farghal (2006) examines Kuwaiti university 
students’ realisation of compliments. Using a discourse completion test, the research 
sample comprises a number of male and female university students. The findings of 
the study show that the Arabic language affects the students’ complimenting 
behaviour in English. Also, the findings show that the students used a relatively fixed 
pattern to express compliments and that the compliment topic was an important 
influence on the lengths of the compliments and compliment responses.      
Most of the studies discussed above show that native speakers of English use 
shorter compliment forms, and commonly use adjectives to express compliments 
(Holmes, 1995). On the other hand, the studies show that EFL speakers use fixed 
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patterns to express compliments and that the students’ first language greatly affects 
their production of compliments and compliment responses.  
2.5  Compliments and Politeness 
In order to communicate successfully, speakers need to pay attention to the 
pragmatic meaning of the compliment in its cultural and linguistic contexts (Golato, 
2002). Compliments are a mix of linguistic and cultural elements. Politeness is one 
of the ways through which communication becomes effective (Holmes, 1995). 
Politeness strategies aim to mitigate face-threatening acts by conveying information 
in a manner that makes the speaker and the listener satisfied and is in line with the 
social relationship between the two (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 41). Brown and 
Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory revolves around the idea that both the speaker 
and the recipient have positive and negative face. Negative face is the need not to be 
underestimated or imposed on by others, and positive face is the need to be 
recognised by others. Politeness functions to maintain the interlocutor’s positive and 
negative face. Positive politeness implies that the discourse fulfills the needs of the 
two parties involved in the conversation for establishing social bonding.  
Compliments can be used as an automated social convention that reinforces the 
positive social relationships between people. They can be instrumental in 
establishing a positive and respectful relationship between people. The interlocutor 
selects whether he/she wants to appeal to the recipient’s positive or negative face 
(Brown & Levinson, 1987: 69). If the interlocutor wants to connect with the other, 
he/she will use positive politeness.  
Below are some of the positive politeness strategies outlined by Brown and 
Levinson (1987, p. 103-129):  
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• Noticing, attending to hearer or addressee: “his interests, wants, needs, 
goods”.  
• Exaggerating: “interest, approval, sympathy with hearer or addressee”. 
• Intensifying interests to hearer or addressee.   
• Seeking agreement.  
• Avoiding disagreement.  
Compliments are considered a kind of politeness towards others. Compliments 
can serve both the negative and positive faces of the interlocutors. A compliment 
indirectly places the hearer in the position of being judged by the speaker. A 
compliment can maintain the speaker’s negative face by ensuring that he or she is not 
underestimated. Compliments can foster or replace other utterances such as apologies, 
thanks and greetings, and can mitigate the power of face-threatening acts such as 
criticism and reproach (Brown and Levinson, 1987).  A compliment indicates that 
the person is aware of a certain action or behaviour of the other person and conveys a 
favourable response to that action. It builds the social rapport that is necessary for 
social bonding. In essence it nullifies the potential for social conflict. 
On the other hand, negative politeness means that the speaker uses non-violent 
words with the addressee and tries not to embarrass the other party in the discourse 
(Brown and Levinson, 1987). Negative politeness strategies include the following: 
• being conventionally indirect 
• showing deference.  
• being pessimistic  
• using apology 
• minimising an imposition  
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• nominalising.  
Wolfson (1983) argues that every social communication is subject to two kinds 
of pressure: communicative pressure and the pressure arising from rituals. 
Communicative pressure means the pressure to convey a message fully and 
accurately. “Rituals” refers to the structures of the communicative exchanges and 
arguments that threaten the face of the addressee. The speakers need to consider the 
message that they want to convey, and the linguistic structure or the communicative 
argument that should be used in order to avoid communicative failure with others 
(Zhan, 2010).  
 In a normal communicative exchange, the two faces of the self-image have to 
be considered. Furthermore, the selection of the appropriate politeness strategy 
depends on many factors that include the speaker’s cultural competence, linguistic 
repertoire and social variables (Celce-Murcia, Dörnyei, and Thurrell, 1995). To be 
polite to others is to preserve the face of the speaker and the addressee by using the 
appropriate language and following the appropriate rituals. 
The consideration of a person’s public self-image is a universal phenomenon. 
Brown and Levinson (1987, p. 62) reports that “while the content of face will differ 
in different cultures, we are assuming that the mutual knowledge of member’s public 
self-image and the social necessity to orient oneself to it in interaction are universal”. 
This means that the notion of being aware of the other’s self-image is a universal 
issue that exists in all cultures. 
Compliments serve an important role in establishing positive social bounds 
between people. Agreement and disagreement with compliments have also been the 
interest of researchers from the viewpoint of politeness. Wolfson (1983) claims that 
agreement with a compliment can preserve the speaker’s positive face by confirming 
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their value judgment, but it can be seen as arrogance or immodesty. These two signs 
can negatively affect the solidarity of the speech parties. A compliment is intended to 
show the shared values of the speaker and the recipient, and to promote 
communication. Holmes (1988) argues that compliments mostly take place between 
friends and acquaintances, and that the positive politeness strategies mentioned by 
Brown and Levinson (1987) are generally used since the two parties want to maintain 
their relationship.  
2.6  Compliments and Gender 
Several studies have found differences between males and females in the use 
of compliments. In her study in New Zealand, Holmes (1995) discusses gender 
differences in the use of compliments. The findings of her study show that females 
give and receive compliments more than male speakers. Moreover, she found that 
male speakers rarely make compliments. Qanbar (2012) found that females 
complimented more often than males in both the English and Yemeni contexts. 
Wolfson (1983) and Herbert (1990) studied gender differences in the use of 
compliments. Using a DCT, a corpus of compliments was collected from English 
native speakers. They conclude that the female participants used compliments more 
than the male participants. This can be explained by the notion that women have 
more appreciation of the emotional content of compliments. This means that there 
are different perceptions between women and men with regard to compliments. In 
other words, women tend to use more polite expressions to enhance solidarity and 
social ties (Holmes, 1995). Men focus on referential meaning more than affective 
meaning (Wolfson, 1983). According to Brown and Levinson (1987), men regard 
compliments as a means to avoid face threatening acts and as controlling techniques, 
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while women regard compliments as mechanisms for keeping rapport and familiarity 
with others. Qanbar (2012) shows that female students were more frequent 
complimenters than males, and that appearance is the most complimented quality for 
both gender groups.  
According to Wolfson (1984), women are more socially interactive than men, 
and they give more compliments than men in normal life situations. Wolfson (1984) 
found that the effect of compliments given to females by females is like the effect of 
praise given to children when they perform something well. The compliments given 
by women tend to be personal, while those provided by men tend to be impersonal. 
Furthermore, Ruhi (2007), Tang and Zhang (2009), and Chen and Yang (2010) found 
that males are more inclined to accept compliments than female recipients. Barnlund 
and Araki (1985) found that men are social actors. Men seek to maintain an 
emotional stability and a positive relationship so that the social relationship can be 
sustained in a positive manner.  
The focus of compliments differs between genders. While women’s 
compliments tend to praise appearance, men’s compliments focus on performance. 
According to Rees-Miller (2011), in an unstructured setting, 74% of the compliments 
provided by women were based on appearance while 63.6% of the compliments 
given by men were based on performance. Miles (1994) supported this notion by 
stating that the majority of women tend to receive and give compliments that are 
based mostly on physical appearance, while men are more likely to be complimented 
on achievement or performance. According to Miles (1994), society values men for 
their intelligence and accomplishments, while women are valued for their beauty. In 
conclusion, compliments were found to be used more by women since compliments 
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are social lubricants and women tend to foster solidarity more than men, who use 
compliments to avoid aggression. 
2.7  Compliments and Social Status 
It has been reported that compliments take place between persons of the same 
social rank. Wolfson (1983, p. 91) asserts that “the overwhelming majority of all 
compliments are given to people of the same age and status as the speaker”. Several 
studies (e.g. Herbert, 1990; Holmes, 1988)  report the same conclusion. Holmes 
(1986), in a study on compliments produced by speakers in New Zealand, reports 
that women of a higher social rank receive more compliments than did men of a 
higher social rank. This means that it is more common to give compliments to 
women of a higher position than to men of a higher position. This is supported by the 
argument that higher-position females are more receptive of compliments than 
higher-position males. Holmes (1986) explains this notion and suggests that women 
are socially subordinate to men in society and are less powerful than men. On the 
other hand, Holmes (1988) argues that women can be approached more easily than 
men because they attach greater importance to social solidarity and tend to be 
connected with others. Wolfson (1983) argues that if a compliment happens between 
persons of unequal status, it is most frequently the person of higher status who is the 
complimenter. The compliment given by a speaker of a higher status often grants 
encouragement and provides feedback.  
2.8  Compliments and Intercultural Competence 
Communicative competence is associated with the ability to use the right 
language in the right situation. Language is the primary tool for achieving social 
goals. Language is the key instrument for interaction between people from different 
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cultures, and it is influenced by the socio-cultural setting (Brown, 1963). According 
to Byram (2008), intercultural competence means the ability to communicate with 
persons from another culture. Intercultural competence is mainly associated with 
communication between people from different cultures. For a person to possess 
intercultural competence they need a wide understanding of how language is used to 
reflect the different norms and values of different cultures (Witte, 2011).  
The study of compliments is important for the understanding of culture and 
identity. Language contributes to the understanding of culture and vice versa. 
Compliments are a language-specific issue and they differ from one language to 
another.  In order to use compliments effectively, people need to have adequate 
knowledge of the culture in which they are operating (Herbert, 1990).  
There are some general social rules for complimenting. The general rule in 
respect to compliments is the need to praise the other’s good behaviour and actions 
(Mohammed, 2012). People are encouraged to give compliments in order to enhance 
the social relationships between them. Garcia (2009) and Golato (2003) emphasised 
that compliments are central to social interconnectedness and they encourage social 
interaction between people. Compliments can be considered as important facilitators 
of social interaction. 
2.9  Compliments and Pragmatic Awareness 
Pragmatic awareness involves the conscious awareness by the individuals 
participating in communication of the rules and conventions of the social context in 
which they are communicating, and the appropriate use of language. Research in the 
area of pragmatic awareness has considered language proficiency (Matsumura, 
2001), motivation (Takahashi, 2005), learning environment (Schauer, 2006), and the 
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length of residency in the host country (Bella, 2012; Rafieyan, Sharafi-Nejad, 
Damavand, Eng, and Mohamed, 2014). Matsumura (2001) investigates the effect of 
the proficiency of the participants in the target language and the effect that this has 
on the development of the pragmatic awareness of the learners of a language. 
Matsumura studied 187 Japanese English learners involved in an eight-month 
academic exchange program at a Canadian university. Matsumura measured 
pragmatic awareness using a closed-question questionnaire. The language 
proficiency of the 187 Japanese English language learners is measured based on their 
TOFEL scores. The degree of the participants’ exposure to English is self-reported. 
Matsumura found that the higher the level of exposure to the target language, and the 
higher the level of competence, the greater is the student’s level of pragmatic 
awareness.   
Schauer (2006) examines the impact of the learning environment on the 
pragmatic awareness of learners. Schauer studied a group of 16 German English 
learners enrolled in an English university and a group of 17 German English learners 
enrolled in a German tertiary institution. Schauer found that the learning 
environment has a significant effect on the level of pragmatic awareness. In a study 
by Bella (2012), the effect of the length of residency in the host country on pragmatic 
awareness is researched with subjects with varied lengths of residency. Bella found 
that an increase in the length of residency had no effect on the level of pragmatic 
awareness. 
It is very difficult in the classroom for teachers to make students aware of the 
pragmatic reality of the English language in a learning environment that is strongly 
aligned to Muslim principles and the Arabic language. The students in the study have 
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had minimum cultural exchange in English settings. There is little contextual 
information provided on the English language in the classroom. One might expect 
that the dominant Muslim setting might result in the student’s use of compliments in 
English being strongly influenced by the norms of Muslim society.  
2.10  Compliments and culture 
The practice of giving and responding to compliments is culturally based. 
Nelson, Bakary and Al-Batal (1996) argue that compliments are especially 
significant since they imply the cultural values of the speakers and indicate an 
approval of the other’s endeavours. Studying the complimenting behaviour of 
American and Egyptian speakers, they found that both American and Egyptian 
compliments are made by using adjectives, and that the American participants used 
shorter forms of compliments than the Egyptian participants. The frequency of the 
use of compliments differs in different cultures. Western speakers have a higher level 
of usage and response to compliments than Asian cultures (Fujimara-Wilson, 2014). 
The objects of compliments also differ culturally, with Europeans giving 
compliments about possessions while Americans compliment people for their 
personal characteristics (Herbert, 1991). Japanese speakers tend to compliment the 
work and abilities of acquaintances rather than comment on people close to them 
(Daikuhara, 1986). American compliments tend to be repetitive, with similar 
semantic structures, and they are adjectival in nature (Wolfson, 1981). Qu and Wang 
(2005) compared undergraduate English and Chinese students’ complimenting 
behaviours in both the first language and the second language. Using the taxonomy 
of Herbert (1986), the findings of the study showed that the Chinese students tend 
basically to accept compliments, and to respond to them using shorter forms than the 
English students. It was also found that English students rejected compliments more 
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than the Chinese students. However, both English and Chinese students used the 
word “thanks” to respond to most compliments. 
A comparison of compliments in an English and a Persian context by 
Karimnia and Afghari (2011) found that they were significantly different due to 
differing cultural norms in respect to politeness. Karimnia and Afghari concluded 
that when an individual uses the language of a different culture, they change the way 
that they use compliments. In a similar vein, Qanbar (2012) discussed the production 
of compliments by Yemeni college students. The study reported that compliments 
are mainly expressed by using adjectives and by using an unchanging structural 
pattern. In a study by Ebadi and Salman of EFL learners in Iraq (2015), they found 
that the students were more willing to accept compliments when using English than 
when they were speaking in Arabic. This research suggests that there may be a limit 
on the level of pragmatic transfer that occurs where a learner is more pragmatically 
aware. Another study by Salameh (2001) examined the production of compliment 
responses by American native speakers, Saudi Arabic native speakers, and Saudi 
EFL learners. There were a total of 150 participants in this study. The results showed 
that there was a high frequency of acceptance of compliments in both Americans and 
Saudis. Furthermore, females were more likely to accept compliments than males in 
both American and Saudi groups. According to Manes (1983), although compliments 
serve to maintain harmony, speakers from different cultures are likely to misinterpret 
each other’s intentions. Gaining an understanding of how other cultures use 
compliments can assist in improving communication between culturally different 
people.  
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2.11  Conclusion 
A compliment is a common speech act used in daily life situations. The above 
studies show that compliments and compliment responses are culture-specific 
phenomena. This means that compliments and compliment responses differ in their 
production and realisation from one culture to another. Also, the findings of previous 
studies have shown that there are gender differences in the production of 
compliments and compliment responses, and that the topic of a compliment has a 
major influence on the nature of the speech act. Studies of compliments and 
compliment responses in contexts such as China, America, Kuwait, Yemen and 
Britain have shown that culture has an important role in the use of language. The 
ways in which compliments are used in each country show how language reflects 
culture. Compliments have been found to be expressed using different strategies and 
people react to compliments in different ways. Since most compliment-based studies 
have been conducted in non-Arabic-speaking contexts, there is a need to examine the 
communicative behaviours of Arabic interlocutors. The English expressions used by 
Saudi EFL learners are also understudied, and their ability to communicate cross-
culturally has attracted little research. In studying the ability of Saudi EFL learners to 
produce compliments and compliment responses, the learners’ pragmatic and 
communicative competence is revealed, and thus a new perspective can be presented.    
The findings of compliment studies cannot be applied to all cultural settings. 
Each culture has its own way of using language and communicating (Fraser, 1990; 
Qanbar, 2012; Qu & Wang, 2005). Since the compliments and compliment responses 
are understudied in Arabic-speaking communities, this study on Saudi EFL learners 
will add to the existing literature on compliments and compliment responses. In 
doing so, this study fills a research gap by investigating the production of 
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compliments in an understudied culture. It is expected that the study of compliments 
and compliment responses will contribute to the cross-cultural understanding of 
compliments and give further insights on communicative styles in the Saudi EFL 
context.  
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CHAPTER THREE:  RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
3.1  Introduction 
The current chapter describes the methodological processes which were used 
to conduct this study of compliments and compliment responses among EFL students 
in Saudi Arabia. It begins with a description of the research design and a discussion 
of the underlying features of the methodology. It then outlines the object of the study 
and the research questions. This is followed by an outline of the demographic 
features of the research participants. The sample size and the methods used to select 
the participants are then described. After that, the next section presents the data 
collection method and the instrument used in the research. The last part consists of an 
outline of the statistical methods used to analyse the data and answer the research 
questions.       
3.2  Research Design  
There are two main approaches to researching speech acts: ethnography and 
elicitation. Ethnography or naturalistic methods yield data based on systematic 
observations of everyday activity in real-life situations, whereas elicitation involves 
employing objective and controllable instruments such as Discourse Completion 
Tests (DCTs) to gather data (Silverman, 2016). These two methods are described 
below.  
Ethnographic data is collected by direct observation of social interactions and 
behaviours as they occur in daily life. One of the earliest studies on speech acts was 
done by Hymes (1962). Researchers who have applied ethnographic procedures for 
collecting data when researching the use of compliments include Pomerantz (1978), 
Manes and Wolfson (1980), and D'Amico-Reisner and Huber (1983). Blum-Kulka, 
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Danet and Gherson (1985) studied requests in Hebrew; Holmes (1988) studied 
compliments in New Zealand English; and Holmes (1990) studied apologies in New 
Zealand English.  
Beebe and Cummings (1985) claim that ethnographic approaches can be 
useful for examining the actual use of language. Moreover, they can lead to the 
creation of new ideas and hypotheses about the topic (Van Ham, Manley, Bailey, 
Simpson & Maclennan, 2012). Salameh (2001, p. 54) argues that “another advantage 
of ethnographic research is that it enables the researcher to sample as large a variety 
of speech situations as possible”. On the other hand, it has some shortcomings which 
limit its usage: data collection may be time consuming, the speech acts of interest 
may not occur, and participant demographic information might not be accessible 
(Beebe, 1985).  
Elicitation is the second primary methodological technique which is used to 
collect speech act data. Researchers elicit the data they need for speech acts by 
utilising instruments that are especially designed in both (oral and written) forms, for 
example, role-plays, multiple choice questionnaires and DCTs.  
Rintell (1979) utilised a role-playing technique to study the communicative 
competence aspects of Second Language Learners. As Salameh (2001, p. 56) states:   
The role-play method has some drawbacks. First, it may be difficult for the person 
who constructs the roles to imagine all the social situations in which the intended 
speech act is expected to appear. Even if he is able to do so, it will consume a large 
amount of time to write them down and the participants to act them out. Second, we 
cannot expect all subjects to be aware of the assumed social setting or to know what 
one might say in such situations. Third, the data elicited may not be as natural and 
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spontaneous as the data extracted from everyday interactions. 
According to Kasper (2000), among pragmatic researchers, DCT is the most 
common method of collecting data. Most of the studies that have investigated the use 
of compliments have applied the DCT instrument (Ravetto, 2012; Golato, 2002; 
Herbert, 1990; Farghal and Haggan, 2006; Qanbar, 2012). Numerous researchers 
agree that the DCT can assist the researcher to control the variables and to track the 
effects of gender, age and power on the study of the use of compliments. In addition, 
Qanbar (2012) argues that the DCT is the best instrument for investigating politeness 
strategies used by participants since it comes close to replicating real-life situations 
and all the variables can be studied.  
In the current research, the DCT method is used for the following reasons. 
Most studies related to compliments have used the DCT with a written prompts 
format. Moreover, as Kasper (2000) points out, a DCT may have the potential to 
raise the learners’ pragmatic awareness, and their pragmatic competence can then be 
developed. Likewise, DCT can provide researchers with a template which enables 
them to understand the stereotypical requirements that determine how participants 
formulate socially appropriate compliments.! Finally, the researcher can collect 
sufficient data by applying DCT. Therefore, it was concluded that a DCT would be 
an efficient and appropriate procedure for this study.!. 
3.3  Research Questions 
The two research aims of determining the semantic and structural formulas 
used by the participants (Saudi EFL students) to express compliments in English and 
investigating gender differences in the use of compliments and compliment 
responses gave rise to the following research questions.  
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The research questions are: 
1. What are the semantic and structural forms used by young Saudis to express 
compliments and compliment responses in English? 
2. How does the topic of a compliment affect the way in which young Saudis express 
compliments in English? 
3. What are the differences between male and female EFL learners regarding 
compliments and compliment responses in English? 
3.4  The Participants 
According to Dörnyei (2003, p. 63):  
Aarticles have often been as low as 0.30 and 0.40, a good rule of thumb is that we 
need around 50 participants to make sure that these coefficients are significant and we 
do not lose potentially valuable results. However, certain multivariate statistical 
procedures require more than 50 members; for factor analysis, for example, we need a 
minimum of 100 but preferably more subjects.  
The subjects of this research were 80 Saudi EFL students studying at the 
Department of English Language and Literature at Al Baha University in Al Bahah 
city in Saudi Arabia. Forty were men and 40 were women. They were aged between 
18 and 25, and their native language was Arabic. The students were all residents of 
Al Baha. Al Baha is a city located in the south-west corner of Saudi Arabia with a 
population of just over 100,000 people. In Saudi Arabia, children enter the education 
system at six years (International Trade Association, 2016). The classes are not co-
educational (International Trade Association, 2016). The language of instruction is 
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Arabic. On the completion of Grade Six, students are required to sit an exam in order 
to gain the Elementary Education Certificate (International Trade Association, 2016). 
This entitles the student to enter intermediate and secondary education (International 
Trade Association, 2016). The students have three years of intermediate schooling 
and three years of secondary schooling (International Trade Association, 2016). 
Education is free to all students (Alamri, 2011). Citizens are paid to attend higher 
education (Alamri, 2011). As many as 700,000 students attend an international 
university overseas under the King Abdullah Scholarship Program  (Alamri, 2011).  
Learning English in Saudi Arabia commences in Grade Four (Mitchell & 
Alfuraih, 2017). The enhancement of English language teaching in schools is one of 
the key educational strategies of the Saudi Arabian government (Mitchell & 
Alfuraih, 2017). The teaching of English is standardized across all schools (Mitchell 
& Alfuraih, 2017). The English language proficiency of the students ranged between 
upper intermediate and advanced, as indicated by their test marks in their admission 
test for enrolling in the university. 
3.5  Instrument 
In order to achieve the goals of this study, the researcher used a DCT as the 
primary data collection tool. 
A DCT is an open-ended statement which replicates a practical situation in 
which the respondent is required to provide a verbal reaction. This practical situation 
needs a written answer, similar to what a participant would say in a real-life 
situation. The researcher designed a DCT based on previous studies that have used 
DCTs (e.g. Wolfson, 1983; Herbert, 1990; Qanbar, 2012; Farghal, 2006). The test 
consisted of 12 situations that were designed based on different occasions that 
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speakers might face in their daily lives. The cases involved different contexts in 
order to elicit the possible compliments and compliment responses that the speakers 
might use.  
The test consisted of two parts. The first part was about the demographic data 
of the research participants, including gender and level of education. In the second 
part the participants were asked to write the compliments and compliment responses 
that they would have produced in twelve hypothetical situations. These situations are 
presented in Appendix One. The participants were invited to read the descriptions of 
every situation carefully, and to respond by filling in the blanks in English.  
3.6  Data Collection  
The data collection took approximately one month, starting in November 2016.  
The data was collected at the Department of English Language and Literature at Al 
Baha University in Al Bahah city in Saudi Arabia. 
At the outset, the research participants were made aware of the research 
objectives, and their consent to participate in the study was obtained. The 
participants were then informed that their responses would only be used for research 
purposes, and would not affect their academic scores. After that, the participants 
were asked to write their responses to the DCT situations. There was no limit placed 
on the amount of time the participants could take to complete their responses. The 
researcher explained details such as the length of the answers and responded to 
requests for further clarification regarding the DCT situations. To administer the 
questionnaire to the female students, the researcher collaborated with a female co-
researcher. In Saudi Arabia, males are not allowed to communicate with female 
students in academic institutions. The researcher trained the female co-researcher in 
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the research objectives and the use of the research tool. The female co-researcher 
was a student in the fourth grade in the Department of English Language and 
Literature at the same university. It was easy for her to understand the research topic. 
After all the students had completed the DCT, the researcher typed all collected 
data into an NVivo software program. The compliments were coded and analyzed 
according to Yuan’s (2002) classification of compliment strategies, and the responses 
to the compliments! were coded based on Herbert’s (1986) classification of 
compliment responses.  
3.7  Statistical Analysis 
The statistical analysis helped the researcher to make sense of the qualitative 
data. In their manuscript on academic analysis, Braun and Clarke (2006) argue that 
data needs to be analyzed rather than just interpreted and described.! 
Content analysis and thematic analysis are methods used to code and categorise 
qualitative data (Wilkinson, 2000). While content analysis tends to be deeper and 
more detailed, the thematic approach focuses on the qualitative data phase (Ryan and 
Bernard, 2000). Moreover, it has been suggested that the use of thematic coding 
makes it possible to conduct a quantitative analysis of the data  (Boyatzis, 1998).  
This study collected qualitative data and coded it for quantitative analysis. The 
SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Science) was used to examine the data. The 
SPSS output helped the researcher to access and prepare the data to summarise the 
results in tables which included the frequencies and percentages of answers in 
particular categories, and the results of inferential statistics tests. 
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Using the most frequently used statistical tests in the SPSS package, the 
present study applied descriptive statistics including the frequency of compliments 
offered by participants, and of their responses to compliments from others. In 
addition, it was necessary to apply an inferential statistics test to the non-parametric 
data. In this case the appropriate test was the Chi-square test.!The Chi-square test was 
used to compare the observed frequency of the participants’ responses to 
compliments across their gender categories (male or female) with the expected 
frequencies. If the results of a Chi-square test are significant at a probability value of 
0.05, this indicates that there is a significant relationship between the independent 
variable and the dependent variable across the sample group.     
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CHAPTER FOUR:  RESEARCH DATA  
4.1  Overview 
The current chapter presents the results of coding the compliments and 
compliment responses based on content analysis and thematic analysis as 
recommended by Wilkinson (2000) and explained in the previous chapter. The 
participants’ responses to each of the situations in the discourse completion test 
(DCT) were coded using NVivo software based on Yuan’s (2002) framework of 
compliment strategies and Herbert’s (1986) classification of compliment responses. 
The first part of the DCT included offering compliments in hypothetical situations. 
The participants’ responses were coded using unbound semantic formulas or the 
bound semantic method, while the second part of the DCT comprised compliment 
responses which were then categorised according to agreement and non-agreement 
formulas.  
The results of the research were analysed according to the research objectives. 
This study aims to identify the compliments and compliment responses of Saudi EFL 
students from a sociolinguistic perspective. In particular, the study seeks to 
determine the semantic and structural formulas used by the participants to express 
compliments. The study also examines the influence of the participants’ first 
language in the way they express compliments and compliment responses. 
Furthermore, the study investigates gender differences in the use of compliments and 
compliment responses. As previously mentioned, the researcher used an elicitation 
approach. A discourse completion test, consisting of twelve situations, was used to 
collect data from the participants. Below are the results of the participants’ responses 
to the discourse completion test. 
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4.2  Semantic formulas of Compliments 
4.2.1 Compliments  
This section presents the compliments produced by the participants in their 
responses to the first part of the DCT. Using NVivo software, all the compliments 
were coded based on Yuan’s (2002) framework of compliment strategies.  
4.2.1.1 Situation 1   
Table 5 shows the actual frequencies of each compliment strategy used by the 
research participants in Situation 1. In Situation 1 the respondent is asked to imagine 
that they are visiting a brother/sister who has just received a scholarship for 
his/her successful academic work at school/university. The compliment is 
summarised in the following table:  
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Table 5. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliments Among the Participants 
 Description Sources References Percentage  
Bound semantic 
formulas 
    
Advice Giving a 
recommendation 1 1 1.25 
Contrast Opposing 0 0 0 
Explanation Providing further 
information  0 0 0 
Future reference Referring to the 
upcoming  0 0 0 
Information question Requesting more 
information  0 0 0 
Request Asking to have 
the item  0 0 0 
Non-complimentary 
replies 
    
Non-compliment Response not 
related to the 
situation  
1 1 1.25 
Opt out No response  0 0 0 
Unbound semantic 
formulas 
 0 0 0 
Explicit compliments Statements with 
at least one 
positive carrier  
1 54 68.37 
Implicit compliments General 
statements  1 23 29.13 
The findings show that giving “explicit compliments” was the most frequently 
used compliment strategy (68.37% of responses), followed by “implicit 
compliments” (29.13%) and “bound semantic formulas” (1.25%). In addition, “non-
complimentary replies” comprised 1.25% of the compliment strategies. This means 
that the Saudi EFL speakers were more likely to explicitly voice their positive 
feelings in their compliments than deliver implicit compliments.  
Below is a tabulation of the ten most commonly used words in the compliment 
strategies, with examples extracted from the corpus data.  
!
50!
Table 6: The Ten Most Commonly Used Words in Situation 1 
Word Length Count Percentage (%) Similar words 
congratulations 15 60 27.65 congratulations 
good 4 21 9.68 dear, good, well 
happy 5 12 5.53 happy 
luck 4 12 5.53 chance, luck 
wish 4 12 5.53 like, want, wish, wishes 
proud 5 9 4.15 proud 
best 4 8 3.69 best 
hope 4 6 2.76 hope, trust 
really 6 6 2.76 really 
     
As can be seen, the most frequently used word was “congratulations” (which 
was present in 27.65% of the responses), followed by “good” (9.68%). A word tree 
of the phrases was extracted and it is displayed in Figure 1. 
 
Figure 1.  Word tree of phrases for ‘congratulations’ and ‘good’ 
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 It can be seen that “congratulations, that is good news” was the most 
frequently used explicit compliment to congratulate a relative on their academic 
success.  
4.2.1.2  Situation 2  
Table 7 shows the frequency of each compliment strategy utilised by the 
research participants in Situation 2. In Situation 2 participants were asked to imagine 
an interaction between a student and his/her classmate who gave an excellent 
presentation in the class, and the student is very impressed by the performance. The 
compliment corpus is presented in the following table: 
Table 7. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliments Among the Participants 
 Description Sources References Percentage  
Bound semantic 
formulas 
    
Advice Giving a recommendation 1 1 1.25 
Contrast Opposing 0 0 0 
Explanation Providing further 
information  0 0 0 
Future reference Referring to the upcoming  1 4 5 
Information question Requesting more information  0 0 0 
Request Asking to have the item  1 1 1.25 
Non-complimentary 
replies 
    
Non-compliment Non-related to the situation  0 0 0 
Opt out No response  0 0 0 
Unbound semantic 
formulas 
    
Explicit compliments Statements with at least one 
positive carrier  1 50 62.50 
Implicit compliments General statements  1 24 30.00 
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The table shows that “explicit compliments” were the most frequent type of 
compliment strategy (comprising 62.5% of all compliment strategies), followed by 
“implicit compliments” (30%), and “bound semantic formulas” (2.50%). This result 
is similar to the result for Situation 1, and it shows that in their compliments the 
respondents were more likely to express their positive feelings explicitly than 
implicitly.  
Below is a tabulation of the ten most commonly used words in the compliment 
strategy, with examples extracted from the corpus data.  
Table 8. The Ten Most Commonly Used Words in Situation 2 
Word Length Count Percentage (%) Similar Words 
good 4 53 23.25 good, just, well 
presentation 12 30 13.16 presentation, show 
job 3 19 8.33 job 
great 5 13 5.48 expect, great 
nice 4 12 5.26 nice, nicely 
like 4 10 4.17 like, liked, wish 
amazing 7 9 3.95 amazing, awesome 
work 4 8 3.51 go, going, work 
wow 3 8 3.51 wow 
enjoyed 7 5 2.19 enjoyed, love, useful 
 
The table shows that the most common word was “good” (used in 23.25% of 
responses) followed by “presentation” (13.16%) when participants were 
complimenting a classmate on an impressive presentation. The word tree of the 
expressions is presented in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2.  Word tree of phrases for ‘good’ and ‘presentation’ 
Table 9 shows the frequency of each compliment strategy utilised by the 
research participants in Situation 2.  
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4.2.1.3 Situation 3   
Situation 3 concerns a neighbour showing a person the new cell phone that 
they purchased. The cell phone has a number of new interesting features. The 
participant compliments the neighbour.  
Table 9. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliments Among the Participants 
Name Description Sources References Percentage  
Bound semantic 
formulas 
    
Advice Giving a 
recommendation 1 1 0.93 
Contrast Opposing 0 0 0 
Explanation Providing further 
information  1 4 3.99 
Future reference Referring to the 
upcoming  1 18 17.33 
Information question Requesting more 
information  1 13 12.60 
Request Asking to have 
the item  0 0 0 
Non-complimentary 
replies 
    
Non-compliment Non-related to 
the situation  0 0 0 
Opt out No response  0 0 0 
Unbound semantic 
formulas 
    
Explicit compliments Statements with 
at least one 
positive carrier  
1 45 43.27 
Implicit compliments General 
statements  1 22 21.88 
 
The table shows that “explicit compliments” were the most common type of 
compliment strategy (used in 43.27% of the compliments in Situation 3), followed by 
“implicit compliments” (21.88%), subtitles of  bound semantic formulas “future 
reference” (17.33%), “information question” (12.60%) and “explanation” (3.99%). 
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This is similar to the results for Situations 1 and 2 in that bound semantic formulas 
comprised almost 35% of the total responses. 
Below is a tabulation of the ten most commonly used words in the compliment 
strategies, with examples extracted from the corpus data.  
Table 10. The Ten Most Commonly Used Words in Situation 3 
Word Length Count Percentage (%) Similar Words 
phone 5 45 15.85 phone, phones 
nice 4 29 10.21 nice 
like 4 21 7.39 like, liked 
buy 3 18 6.34 buy 
cell 4 18 6.34 cell, cell phone 
wow 3 11 3.87 wow 
want 4 10 3.35 need, want 
good 4 9 3.17 good, well 
congratulations 15 8 2.82 congratulations 
much 4 8 2.82 much 
 
The table shows that the most commonly used word was “phone” (used in 
15.85% instances the most commonly used words) followed by the word “nice” 
(10.21%) and then “like” (7.39%).  Figure 3 shows the word tree of compliment 
phrases with the words “phone” and “like”. 
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Figure 3:  Word tree of phrases for ‘phone’ and ‘like’ 
4.2.1.4 Situation 4   
Table 11 shows the frequency with which each compliment strategy was 
applied by the research participants in Situation 4. In this situation the participants 
were asked to imagine an interaction between themselves and their sister/brother 
who is wearing a new pair of shoes. The shoes look very expensive. The compliment 
corpus is shown in the following table: !
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Table 11. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliments Among the Participants 
 Description Sources References Percentage  
Bound semantic 
formulas 
    
Advice Giving a 
recommendation 1 3 3.16 
Contrast Opposing 1 16 16.84 
Explanation Providing 
further 
information  
1 8 8.42 
Future Reference Referring to the 
upcoming  0 0 0 
Information 
Question 
Requesting 
more 
information  
1 9 9.47 
Request Asking to have 
the item  0 0 0 
Non-Complimentary 
Replies 
    
Non-Compliment Non-related to 
the situation  0 0 0 
Opt Out No response  0 0 0 
Unbound semantic 
formulas 
    
Explicit 
Compliments 
Statements with 
at least one 
positive carrier  
1 40 42.11 
Implicit 
Compliments 
General 
statements  1 19 20 
 
Table 11 shows that “explicit compliments” are the most common type of 
compliment strategy (used in 42.11% of responses), followed by “implicit 
compliments” (20%), subtitles of  bound semantic formulas “contrast” (16.84%), 
“information question” (9.47%) and “explanation” (8.42%). This is similar to the 
result in the previous situations in that bound semantic formulas comprised almost 
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35% of the total. Contrasting compliments were expressed in the respondents’ 
interactions with their sisters/brothers. 
Below is a tabulation of the ten most commonly used words in the compliment 
strategy with examples extracted from the corpus data.  
Table 12. The Ten Most Commonly Used words in Situation 4 
Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) Similar Words 
shoes 5 39 16.88 shoes 
nice 4 25 10.82 nice 
expensive 9 19 8.23 expensive 
look 4 16 6.93 look, looking, looks 
beautiful 9 15 6.49 beautiful 
wow 3 15 6.49 wow 
deserves 8 9 3.90 deserve, deserves 
price 5 8 3.46 cost, costs, price 
good 4 8 3.25 good, just, well 
buy 3 6 2.60 buy 
  
 The table shows that when complimenting a relative on a new pair of shoes the 
most commonly used word was “shoes” (used in 16.88% of responses) followed by 
“nice” (10.82%) and “expensive” (8.23%). Figure 4 shows the word tree of 
compliment phrases with the words “shoes” and “nice”. 
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Figure 4:  Word tree of phrases for ‘nice’ and ‘shoes’ 
4.2.1.5 Situation 5   
Table 13 shows the frequencies of each compliment strategy used by the 
students in Situation 5. In Situation 5 the respondent is asked to imagine that he/she 
is at the house of a close friend and is impressed by the clean furniture in the room. 
The compliment corpus for this situation is summarised in the following table:  
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Table 13. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliments Among the Participants 
Name Description Sources References Percentage  
Bound semantic 
formulas 
    
Advice Giving a 
recommendation 1 2 2.38 
Contrast Opposing 0 0 0 
Explanation Providing 
further 
information  
1 4 4.76 
Future reference Referring to the 
upcoming  0 0 0 
Information question Requesting 
more 
information  
1 6 7.14 
Request Asking to have 
the item  1 1 1.19 
Non-complimentary 
replies 
    
Non-compliment Response not 
related to the 
situation  
1 1 1.19 
Opt out No response  0 0 0 
Unbound semantic 
formulas 
    
Explicit 
compliments 
Statements with 
at least one 
positive carrier  
1 35 41.67 
Implicit 
compliments 
General 
statements  1 35 41.67 
 
The table shows that “explicit compliments” and “implicit compliments” are by 
far the most common types of compliment strategies (each represents 41.67% of the 
total responses) in this situation, followed by subtitles of  bound semantic formulas 
“information question” with (7.14%), “explanation” (4.76%) and “advice” (2.38%). 
This result is similar to the results in previous situations in that bound semantic 
formulas comprise almost 15% of the total.  
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Below is a tabulation of the ten most commonly used words in the compliment 
strategies with examples extracted from the corpus data.  
Table 14. Ten common words used in Situation 2 
Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) Similar Words 
house 5 36 14.20 home, house 
furniture 9 26 10.70 furniture 
clean 5 24 9.88 clean, cleaned, 
cleaning 
beautiful 9 22 9.05 beautiful 
looks 5 18 7.00 feel, feelings, look, 
looks, seems 
nice 4 15 6.17 nice 
like 4 12 4.94 like, liked 
wow 3 10 4.12 wow 
amazing 7 8 2.98 amazing, get 
good 4 7 2.88 good 
 
As can be seen in the table, the most frequently used word was “house” (in 
14.20% of responses) followed by “furniture” (10.70%) and “clean” with (9.88%). A 
word tree of the phrases was extracted and is displayed in Figure 5.  
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Figure 5:  Word tree of phrases for ‘house’, ‘furniture’ and ‘clean’ 
4.2.1.6 Situation 6   
The frequencies of each of the compliment strategies applied by the students 
in Situation 6 are shown in Table 15. In this case each respondent was asked to 
imagine an interaction with his/her friend who has finished a great diet and has lost 
many kilos and looks fitter. Table 15 shows the compliment corpus for this situation.  
!  
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Table 15. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliments among the Participants 
 Description Sources References Percentage 
Bound semantic 
formulas 
    
Advice Giving a 
recommendation 1 6 6.90 
Contrast Opposing 0 0 0 
Explanation Providing 
further 
information 
1 6 6.90 
Future reference Referring to the 
upcoming 1 2 2.30 
Information question Requesting 
more 
information 
1 3 3.45 
Request Asking to have 
the item 0 0 0 
Non-complimentary 
replies 
    
Non-compliment Response not 
related to the 
situation 
0 0 0 
Opt out No response 0 0 0 
Unbound semantic 
formulas 
    
Explicit 
compliments 
 
Statements with 
at least one 
positive carrier 
1 56 64.36 
Implicit 
compliments 
General 
statements 1 14 16.09 
 
The table shows that “explicit compliments” were the most common type of 
compliment strategy (64.36% of compliments), followed by “implicit compliments” 
(16.09%), subtitles of  bound semantic formulas “explanation” (6.90%) “advice” 
(6.90%), “information question” (3.45%) and “future reference” (2.30%) . This result 
is similar to the results in previous situations in that bound semantic formulas 
comprise almost 19.45% of the total.  
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Below is a tabulation of the ten most commonly used words in the compliment 
strategy, with examples extracted from the corpus data.  
Table 16. The Ten Most Commonly Used Words in Situation 6 
Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) Similar Words 
look 4 39 13.62 appearance, look, 
looks, see, seems 
good 4 24 8.42 good, healthy, well 
beautiful 9 16 5.73 beautiful 
great 5 14 4.84 big, great 
wow 3 11 3.94 wow 
body 4 10 3.58 body 
job 3 10 3.58 job 
now 3 8 2.87 now 
amazing 7 7 2.51 amazing, awesome 
nice 4 7 2.51 nice 
 
The table shows that the word “look” (which appeared in 13.62% of responses) 
and “good” (8.42%) were the most commonly used words in Situation 6. To examine 
the structures of the phrases, a word tree of commonly used words was extracted and 
is displayed in Figure 6.   
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Figure 6:  Word tree of phrases for ‘good’ and ‘look’ 
“You look beautiful” was the most used compliment in this situation.  
4.2.1.7  Compliments in total  
Table 17 shows the frequencies and percentages of the types of compliments in 
all six situations.!
!  
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Table 17. Frequencies and Percentages for all Compliments Among the Participants 
in Situations 1–6 
 Description Sources References Percentage  
Bound semantic 
formulas 
    
Advice Giving a 
recommendation 1 14 2.65 
Contrast Opposing 0 16 3.03 
Explanation Providing further 
information  1 22 4.17 
Future reference Referring to the 
upcoming  1 24 4.54 
Information question Requesting more 
information  1 31 5.87 
Request Asking to have 
the item  0 2 0.38 
Non-complimentary 
replies 
    
Non-compliment Non-related to 
the situation  0 2 0.38 
Opt out No response  0 0 0 
Unbound semantic 
formulas 
    
Explicit compliments Statements with 
at least one 
positive carrier  
1 280 53.03 
Implicit compliments General 
statements  1 137 25.95 
 
It can be seen that “explicit compliments” were the most frequent type of 
compliment strategy (53.03% of all strategies), followed by  “implicit compliments” 
(25.95%), subtitles of  bound semantic formulas “information question” (5.87%), 
future reference (4.54%), “explanation” (4.17%), “contrast” (3.03%) and  “advice“  
(2.65%). This result shows that the Saudi EFL speakers are perceived to be most 
likely to be explicit when expressing their positive feelings in compliments.  
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Table 18 is a tabulation of the ten most commonly used words in the 
compliment strategies, with examples extracted from the corpus data.  
Table 18. The Ten Most Commonly Words Used in Compliment Situations  
Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) Similar Words 
good 4 122 7.58 dear, good, healthy, 
just, well 
nice 4 89 6.01 nice, nicely 
look 4 82 5.12 appearance, expect, 
feel, feelings, look, 
looking, looks, see, 
seems 
congratulations 15 65 4.39 congratulations 
beautiful 9 59 3.98 beautiful 
wow 3 59 3.98 wow 
like 4 62 3.85 like, liked, wish, wishes 
phone 5 45 3.04 phone, phones 
shoes 5 41 2.70 place, shoes 
great 5 41 2.65 big, expect, great, 
greatly 
 
The above table shows that in the compliments, the three words most 
commonly used to convey positive feelings were “good”, “nice” and “look”. Most 
compliments were surveyed to be expressed in an explicit manner. The structures of 
the full phrases of compliments are presented in Figure 7.  
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Figure 7:  Word tree of phrases for ‘good’, ‘nice’ and ‘look  
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4.2.2  Compliment Responses    
This section presents the compliment responses produced by the participants in 
their responses to the second part (Situations 7–12) of the DCT. All the compliment 
responses were coded manually based on Herbert’s (1986) classification of 
compliment response strategies using NVivo software.  
4.2.2.1  Situation 7 
In Situation 7 the students were asked to imagine they have just obtained a 
promotion at work. His/her workmate compliments the participant by saying 
“Congratulations on the promotion. You really deserve it”. The frequencies and 
percentages of compliment responses to this situation are summarised in Table 19.  
!  
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Table 19. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliment Responses Among the 
Participants 
 Description Sources References Percentage 
Agreement     
Acceptances     
Appreciation Token General acknowledgement  1 44 51.66 
Comment 
Acceptance 
With positive affiliation  1 8 9.44 
Praise upgrade Admire the compliment  1 2 2.38 
Comment history Given the reason  0 0  
Transfers     
Reassignment Refer to someone else  0 0  
Return Given back the 
compliment  1 30 35.33 
Total    98.81% 
Non-agreement     
No 
acknowledgement 
 0 0 0 
Non-acceptance     
Disagreement  0 0 0 
Qualification  0 0 0 
Question  0 0 0 
Scale Down Minimise the value of 
action  0 0 0 
Other interpretations     
Request  1 1 1.19 
Total    1.19 
 
The findings show that the “agreement” response strategy was the most 
frequently used strategy in Situation 7 (used in 98.81% of cases). Among the 
subcategories in the “agreement” category, “appreciation token” (51.66% of all 
compliment responses) was the most frequent compliment response followed by 
“return” (35.33%). This means that when responding to a compliment given to them 
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by a work peer after receiving a promotion, the Saudi EFL speakers were more likely 
to accept the compliments than refuse them. 
Below is a tabulation of the various words which were applied to compliment 
response strategies. 
Table 20. Ten Common Words Used in Compliment Answers 
Word Length Count Percentage (%) Similar Words 
thank 5 79 39.11 appreciate, thank, 
thanks 
much 4 19 8.66 lot, much 
hope 4 16 7.92 hope 
get 3 12 5.94 amazing, get, make 
wish 4 9 4.21 compliment, like, 
wish 
best 4 6 2.97 best, better 
friend 6 6 2.97 friend, friends 
promotion 9 6 2.97 promotion 
really 6 6 2.97 really 
good 4 4 1.73 dear, good, well 
 
 The data in the Table 20 shows that the word “thank” was reported to be the 
most commonly used word in compliment responses. Figure 8 shows the word tree 
of “thanks” phrases.  
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Figure 8:  Word tree of phrases for ‘thank’ 
 According to the word tree picture “thank you so much” was the most 
commonly used phrase in replies to compliments among the Saudi EFL speakers.  
4.2.2.2. Situation 8   
In this case each student was asked to imagine an interaction with an instructor 
at university in which the instructor compliments him/her by saying, “You did an 
excellent job. I have never seen a comprehensive assignment like this”. The 
frequencies and percentages of compliment responses are summarised in Table 21 
below.  
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Table 21. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliment Responses Among the 
Participants 
 Description Sources References Percentage  
Agreement     
Acceptances     
Appreciation token General 
acknowledgement  1 43 53.09 
Comment 
acceptance 
With positive affiliation  1 10 12.35 
Praise upgrade Admire the compliment  1 10 12.35 
Comment history Given the reason  1 4 4.94 
Transfers     
Reassignment Refer to someone else  1 1 1.23 
Return Given back the 
compliment  1 11 13.58 
Non-Agreement     
No 
acknowledgement 
 1 1 1.23 
Non-acceptance     
Disagreement  0 0 0 
Qualification  0 0 0 
Question  0 0 0 
Scale down Minimise the value of 
action  1 1 1.23 
Other 
interpretations 
    
Request  0 0 0 
 
       The findings show that the compliment response strategy of “agreement” 
was the most frequent type (97.52%) in Situation 7. Among the subcategories in the 
“agreement” category, “appreciation token” (53.09% of all responses) was the most 
frequent compliment response, followed by “return” (13.58%). This means that the 
Saudi EFL speakers were more likely to accept the compliment than to refuse it.  
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Below is a tabulation of the various words used in the compliment response 
strategies. 
Table 22. The Ten Most Commonly Used Words in Compliment Answers 
Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) Similar Words 
thank 5 75 43.10 appreciate, thank, 
thanks 
lot 3 10 5.75 lot, much 
teacher 7 7 4.02 instructor, teacher 
make 4 8 3.74 get, make, reach, 
work, worked 
happy 5 6 3.45 glad, happy 
hard 4 7 3.45 hard, just 
studied 7 8 3.35 learned, studied, 
studying, work, 
worked 
tried 5 6 3.16 efforts, hear, tried, 
trying 
good 4 6 2.87 full, good, just, well 
really 6 4 2.30 really 
 
The data in Table 22 shows that word “thank” was the most commonly used 
word in the compliment responses. Figure 9 shows the word tree of “thank” phrases.  
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Figure 9:  Word tree of phrases for ‘thank’ 
The figure shows that the most common response to the compliment made by 
the instructor was “thank you”.  
4.2.2.3  Situation 9 
In Situation 9 each student was asked to imagine a situation in which he/she 
had a mid-term exam and had not been able to study on the previous day because 
they had felt ill. He/she asks the teacher to postpone the exam until the next week. 
The teacher says “I will delay the exam for you because you are a clever student”. 
The frequencies and percentages of responses to this compliment are summarised in 
Table 23.  
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Table 23. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliment Responses Among the 
Participants 
 Description Sources References Percentage 
Agreement     
Acceptances     
Appreciation token General 
acknowledgement  
1 33 40.74 
Comment 
acceptance 
With positive affiliation  1 19 23.46 
Praise upgrade Admire the compliment  1 23 28.40 
Comment history Given the reason  1 2 2.47 
Transfers     
Reassignment Refer to someone else  0 0 0 
Return Given back the 
compliment  
1 3 3.70 
Non-agreement  0 0  
No 
acknowledgement 
 0 0 0 
Non-acceptance  0 0  
Disagreement  0 0 0 
Qualification  0 0 0 
Question  0 0 0 
Scale down Minimise the value of 
action  
1 1 1.23 
Other 
interpretations 
 0 0  
Request  0 0 0 
 
The table shows that the compliment response strategy of “agreement” was the 
most frequent type (98.77% of all responses) in Situation 9. Among the 
subcategories in the “agreement” category, “appreciation token” (40.74%) was the 
most frequently used compliment response, followed by “praise upgrade” (28.40%). 
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This means that the Saudi EFL speakers were more likely to accept the compliments 
given to them rather than refuse them.  
Below is a tabulation of the various words which were used in the compliment 
response strategies. 
Table 24. Ten Most Commonly Used Words Used in Compliment Answers 
Word Length 
Coun
t 
Weighted Percentage 
(%) Similar Words 
thank 5 89 38.53 appreciate, grateful, thank, thankful, 
thanks 
teacher 7 21 9.09 teacher 
really 6 14 6.06 really 
much 4 14 5.84 lot, much 
best 4 11 4.76 best 
study 5 9 3.32 study, work 
help 4 7 3.03 help, helpful, helping, helps 
kind 4 7 3.03 kind, kindness 
promise 7 6 2.60 hope, promise 
hard 4 5 2.16 hard, hardly 
 
The data in Table 24 shows that the word “thank” (38.53% of all responses) 
was the most frequently used word in compliment responses. Figure 10 shows the 
word tree of “thank” phrases.  
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Figure 10:  Word tree of phrases for ‘thank’ 
As the figure shows, the most common response to the teacher’s compliment 
was “thank you so much”.  
4.2.2.4  Situation 10   
The frequencies of compliment response strategies used by students in 
Situation 10 are shown in Table 25. In this situation the students were asked to 
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imagine an interaction between a person working in the customer service division of 
a company and his/her boss who is impressed by his/her performance in 
communicating with the customers. The boss compliments the worker by saying 
“We appreciate your hard work”.  The frequencies and percentages of compliment 
responses to this situation are summarised in Table 25.!
Table 25. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliment Responses among the 
Participants 
 Description Sources References Percentage 
Agreement     
Acceptances     
Appreciation token General acknowledgement  1 19 24.05 
Comment acceptance With positive affiliation  1 14 17.72 
Praise upgrade Admire the compliment  1 10 12.66 
Comment history Given the reason  1 1 1.27 
Transfers     
Reassignment Refer to someone else  1 1 1.27 
Return Given back the compliment  1 2 2.53 
TOTAL    59.5 
Non-agreement     
No acknowledgement  0 0 0 
Non-acceptance     
Disagreement  0 0 0 
Qualification  0 0 0 
Question  0 0 0 
Scale down Minimise the value of action  1 32 40.50 
Other interpretations     
Request  0 0 0 
 
 The table shows that the compliment response strategy of “agreement” is the 
most common type of compliment response strategy (used in 59.50% of responses) 
in Situation 10. Among the subcategories in the “agreement” category, “appreciation 
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token” (24.05%!of all compliment responses) was the most frequently used response, 
followed by “comment acceptance” (17.72%). In addition, in this situation the non-
agreement replies comprised 40.50% of all responses. “Scale down” responses were 
the most common type of non-agreement response. This might be because of the 
social power distance between the boss and the subordinate. Below is a detailed 
description of various words applied in the compliment response strategies. 
Table 26. Description of the Ten Most Commonly Used Words in Compliment 
Responses 
Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) Similar Words 
thank 5 55 32.35 appreciate, thank, 
thanks 
job 3 16 9.41 job, problem 
work 4 11 6.47 work 
duty 4 10 5.88 duty 
happy 5 8 4.71 glad, happy 
best 4 7 4.12 best, better 
just 4 6 3.53 good, hard, just 
hear 4 5 2.94 hear, learn, try 
much 4 5 2.94 lot, much 
give 4 3 1.76 give, giving 
 
Table 26 shows that the word “thank” (used in 32.3% of all responses), and 
“job” (9.41%) were the words that were used most frequently as compliment 
responses. Figure 11 shows the word tree of “thank” phrases.  
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Figure 11:  Word tree of phrases for ‘thank’ and ‘job’  
 As the word tree shows, the most frequent response to the boss’s compliment 
was “Thank you”.  
4.2.2.5  Situation 11 
In Situation 11 the respondent is asked to imagine a scene in which he/she is a 
teacher at school. One of the learners is appreciative of the feedback and the 
comments the teacher made on his/her assignment. He/she says “Your comments are 
very helpful. I could not have finished the assignment without your help”. The 
frequencies and percentages of responses to the learner’s compliment are 
summarised in Table 27.!
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Table 27. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliment Responses Among the 
Participants 
 Description Sources References Percentage 
Agreement     
Acceptances     
Appreciation token General acknowledgement  1 11 13.75 
Comment acceptance With positive affiliation  1 16 20 
Praise upgrade Admire the compliment  1 6 7.50 
Comment history Given the reason  1 8 10 
Transfers     
Reassignment Refer to someone else  1 1 1.25 
Return Given back the compliment  1 19 23.75 
Non-agreement     
No acknowledgement  0 0 0 
Non-acceptance     
Disagreement  0 0 0 
Qualification  0 0 0 
Question  0 0 0 
Scale down Minimise the value of action  1 19 23.75 
Other interpretations     
Request  0 0 0 
 
 The table shows that the compliment response strategy of “agreement” was the 
most frequently used strategy (used in 76.25% of all responses) in Situation 11. 
Among the subcategories in the “agreement” the category “return” (23.75% of all 
responses) was the most common compliment response, followed by “comment 
acceptance” (20%) and “appreciation token” (13.75%).  In addition, in this situation 
non-agreement replies, especially “scale down” responses, were common (23.75% of 
all responses). This means that the Saudi EFL speakers were more likely to accept 
compliments than reject them. However, there was a tendency to refuse the 
compliments given to them by using a “scale down” strategy (23.75% of responses).  
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Below is a tabulation of common words which were applied in the compliment 
response strategies. 
Table 28. Ten Common Words Used in Compliment Answers 
Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) Similar Words 
help 4 33 16.50 assistance, help, helped, helpful, helping, 
service 
thank 5 33 16.50 appreciate, thank, thanks 
glad 4 13 6.50 glad, happy 
job 3 12 5.25 job, problem 
comments 8 7 3.50 comments 
good 4 7 3.50 good, well 
students 8 7 3.50 student, students 
work 4 8 3.33 make, makes, work 
always 6 5 2.50 always 
keep 4 5 2.50 keep 
 
Table 28 shows that the words “help” (used in 16.50% of responses) and 
“thank” (also 16.50%) were the most commonly used words in compliment 
responses in this situation. Figure 12 shows the word tree of “help” phrases.  
 
Figure 12:  Word tree of phrases for ‘help’ 
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The word tree shows that the most common response to the student’s 
compliment was “Thank you. I like to help”.  
4.2.2.6 Situation 12   
The frequencies of compliment response strategies applied by the students in 
Situation 12 are shown in Table 29. In this situation the respondent was asked to 
imagine he/she had just had dinner at a friend’s home. He/she enjoyed the dinner and 
compliments the friend by saying “The dinner was very delicious”. The friend 
replies to him /her by saying “We appreciate your hard work”.  The frequencies and 
percentages of compliment responses to this situation are summarised in Table 29.!
Table 29. Frequencies and Percentages of Compliment Responses Among the 
Participants 
 Description Sources References Percentage  
Agreement     
Acceptances     
Appreciation token General acknowledgement  1 19 23.75 
Comment acceptance With positive affiliation  1 35 43.75 
Praise upgrade Admire the compliment  1 10 12.50 
Comment history Given the reason  1 4 5 
Transfers     
Reassignment Refer to someone else  1 1 1.25 
Return Given back the compliment  1 10 12.50 
Non-Agreement     
No acknowledgement   0 0 
Non-acceptance   0  
Disagreement  0 0 0 
Qualification  0 0 0 
Question  0 0 0 
Scale down Minimise the value of action  1 1 1.25 
Other interpretations     
Request  0 0 0 
!
85!
The findings show that the compliment response strategy of “agreement” was 
the most commonly used strategy (in 98.75% of all responses) in Situation 12. 
Among the subcategories in the “agreement” category, “comment acceptance” 
(43.75% of all responses) was the most frequently used compliment response, 
followed by “appreciation token” (23.75%). In addition, in this situation, “praise 
upgrade” responses were frequently used (in 12.50% of all responses).  This means 
that the Saudi EFL speakers were more likely to accept the compliment than reject it.  
Below is a tabulation of common words applied in the compliment response 
strategies. 
Table 30. Description of Ten Most Commonly Used Words in Compliment Answers 
Word Length Count Weighted Percentage (%) Similar Words 
thank 5 48 24.12 thank, thanks 
happy 5 17 8.54 glad, happy 
liked 5 13 6.53 like, liked 
enjoy 5 15 6.28 enjoy, enjoyed, love, loved, pleasure 
good 4 8 3.77 dear, good, respectful 
dinner 6 6 3.02 dinner 
lot 3 6 3.02 lot, much 
time 4 6 3.02 time 
hope 4 5 2.51 hope 
really 6 5 2.51 actually, really 
 
 Table 30 shows that the words “thank” (24.12%) and “happy” (8.54%) were 
the most commonly used words in compliment responses. Figure 13 shows the word 
tree of “thank” and “happy” phrases.  
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Figure 13:  Word tree of phrases for ‘thank’ and ‘happy’ 
As the figure shows, the most common response to the compliment made by 
the friend in situation 12 is “Thank you, glad you enjoyed it”.  
4.2.2.7  Compliment Responses in total  
Table 31 shows the total frequencies and percentages of compliment responses 
in all six situations involving a response to a compliment.  
!  
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Table 31. Frequencies and Percentages of total Compliment Responses Among the 
Participants in Situations  7–12 
 Description Sources References Percentage 
Agreement     
Acceptances     
Appreciation token General acknowledgement  1 169 34.85 
Comment acceptance With positive affiliation  1 102 21.03 
Praise upgrade Admire the compliment  1 61 12.58 
Comment history Given the reason  1 19 3.92 
Transfers     
Reassignment Refer to someone else  1 4 0.82 
Return Given back the compliment  1 75 15.46 
Non-agreement     
No acknowledgement  0 0 0 
Non-acceptance     
Disagreement  0 0 0 
Qualification  0 0 0 
Question  0 0 0 
Scale down Minimise the value of action  1 54 11.13 
Other interpretations     
Request  1 1 0.21 
 
The findings show that the compliment response strategy of “agreement” was 
the most frequent (used in 88.66% of all responses) in the six situations when 
considered in an aggregated manner. Among the subcategories in the “agreement” 
category, “appreciation token” (34.85% of all responses) was the most frequent 
compliment response, followed by “comment acceptance” (21.03%) and “return” 
(15.46%). In addition, it was found that non-agreement responses comprised 11.13% 
of all responses. Of these, “scale down” strategies were the most common.!This 
means that the Saudi EFL speakers were more likely to accept the compliments than 
refuse them.  
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Below is a tabulation of common words which were applied in the compliment 
response strategies. 
Table 32. The ten most commonly used words in compliment responses 
Word Length Count Percentage (%) Similar Words 
thank 5 379 30.70 appreciate, grateful, thank, thankful, 
thanks 
much 4 58 4.21 lot, much 
happy 5 48 4.08 glad, happy 
help 4 43 3.61 assistance, help, helped, helpful, helping, 
helps, serve, service 
hope 4 33 2.81 hope, hoping, promise 
really 6 33 2.81 actually, really 
work 4 45 2.68 going, make, makes, studied, study, 
studying, work, worked 
job 3 31 2.47 job, problem 
teacher 7 29 2.47 instructor, teacher 
good 4 35 2.40 dear, full, good, just, respectful, 
respecting, well 
 
Table 32 shows that the word “thank” (used in 30.70% of all responses) was 
the most commonly used word in compliment responses. Figure 14 shows the word 
tree of “thank” phrases. 
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Figure 14:  Word tree of phrases for ‘thank’ 
As the word tree shows, the most common response to the compliment was 
“Thank you so much”.  
4.3  Structural Formulas of Compliments 
The data shows that the participants used different structural formulas to 
express compliments. Table 33 shows the structural formulas employed by the 
participants. 
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Table 33. The Frequencies and Percentages of Structural Formulas of Compliments 
NAME EXAMPLE SOURCES REFERENCES PERCENTAGE 
1.     NP is/looks 
(really) ADJ 
Your hair 
looks nice 
1 1 0.27 
2.     I (really) 
like/love NP 
I love your 
hair 
1 68 18.74 
3.     PRO is (really) 
(a) ADJ NP 
That’s a nice 
piece of work 
1 94 25.89 
4.     You V (a) 
(really) ADJ NP 
You did a 
good job 
1 30 8.27 
5.     You V NP 
(really) ADV 
You really 
handled that 
situation well 
1 70 19.28 
6.     You have (a) 
(really) ADJ NP 
You have 
such beautiful 
hair 
1 25 6.89 
7.     What (a) ADJ 
NP! 
What a lovely 
baby you 
have 
1 13 3.58 
8.     ADJ NP! Nice game 1 62 17.08 
9.     Isn’t NP ADJ! Isn’t your 
ring 
beautiful! 
Isn’t it pretty! 
0 0 0 
   363 100 
 
Table 33 shows that the pattern “3. PRO is (really) (a) ADJ NP” (used in 
25.89% of all responses) was the most frequently used structure. Examples of this 
pattern include “The cell phone is really nice”, “The dinner is very delicious”, and 
“The shoes are very expensive”. 
The pattern “5. You V NP (really) ADV” (19.28%) was the second-most 
frequently used structure employed by the participants to express compliments. 
Example of this pattern includes “You did the presentation very well”, 
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The pattern “2. I (really) like/love NP” (18.74%) was the third-most frequently 
used structure employed by the participants to express compliments. Examples of 
this pattern include “I love that type of cell phone”, “I like your shoes”, and “I really 
like the style”. 
The pattern “8. ADJ NP” (17.08%) was the fourth-most frequently used 
structure employed by the participants to express compliments. Examples of this 
pattern include “Amazing presentation”, “Nice shoes“ and “Nice house”. 
The above data shows that the participants mostly used structures that 
contained adjectives to compliment their addressees. Also, the data demonstrate that 
the participants used adjectives such as “nice”, “good”, “happy”, ‘glad” and 
“delicious” as major adjectives in compliments. Verbs were not used by the 
participants when giving compliments.  
4.4 Influence of Topic on Compliments and Compliment Responses 
4.4.1  Compliments 
The DCT was constructed around twelve situations. The first six situations 
concerned compliments while the last six involved compliment responses. The topics 
for each situation are presented in Appendix One. In respect to compliments, there 
were a number of situations that concerned academic success: Situation One and 
Situation Two. There were a number of situations that involved complimenting a 
person on their belongings: Situation Three, Situation Four and Situation Five. There 
was one situation that involved complimenting a person on their appearance.   
When expressing congratulations regarding academic success, the 
complimenter expresses a general judgment on the quality of the success through the 
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common use of the word “good” in both situations. Explicit comments are dominant 
in both situations. Complimenters express their positive feelings openly to the 
person. The compliments are not quantified or qualified. The complimenter does not 
say, for instance, “that was a good presentation because you engaged the audience”.  
This suggests that the compliment in respect to academic success tends to be positive 
and of a general nature.  
The compliments relating to belongings or objects focus on the object in 
question, which is qualified by a general judgement such as “nice” or in the case of 
the house “clean”. Unlike compliments concerning academic success, compliments 
concerning an individual’s objects show a greater diversity of bound semantic 
formulas. The dominance of unbound semantic formulas, observed in compliments 
on academic success, is also dominant in respect to the topic of belongings/objects. 
This suggests that when an individual is able to view the object physically, as 
compared to a non-physical referent such as academic success, it is easier for the 
complimenter to link the compliment to the object.  Unbound semantic formulas and 
explicit comments specifically remain the most common compliment irrespective of 
the topic.  
4.4.2  Compliment Responses 
The compliment responses can be grouped into topics on personal 
achievement: Situation Seven, Situation Eight and Situation Twelve; and personal 
ability: Situation Nine and Ten.  Situation Ten and Eleven are also grouped 
according to the topic of providing assistance to others.  
Compliment responses involving the topic of personal achievement 
demonstrate a high level of agreement, with expressions of appreciation being 
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dominance the most common.  As would be expected, “thanks” or “thank you” is the 
most prevalent response.  There is a difference in that the response to a compliment 
on cooking a delicious dinner has a dominance of acceptance over appreciation.  This 
is because in this context, the experience has been shared whereas in situations seven 
and eight consumption is separated in time and space from production.  
In situations where the topic is related to personal ability, agreement still 
dominates, with the appreciation token being the most dominant. In this context, 
there is evidence that it is difficult to predict the prevalence of the types of agreement 
responses that will be used (See Table 23 and Table 25). It can be said then that 
irrespective of the topic, the compliment responses are driven by the cultural norms 
of the requirement to express gratitude when receiving a compliment and that the 
types of agreement expressed by the individual is more a reflection of the personal 
communicative style than the topic. It does appear that compliment responses are 
more influenced by social norms than compliments.  This is evident in a tendency to 
seek to scale down compliments across all topics in order to show humility.  
Situation 11 shows the greatest deviation from the other situations. Here the 
return compliment and scaling down the compliment is very high because the person 
receiving the compliment acknowledges that it was not a solo effort. This finding 
suggests the need for further research on how group involvement might affect the use 
of compliments and response to compliments. When one’s success is dependent on 
the actions of others, humility and downplaying the compliment is stronger.    
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4.5  Gender Differences 
4.5.1  Compliments 
The table below shows the frequencies, percentages and Chi-square tests of 
compliments across male and female participants: !
!Table 34. Frequencies, Percentages and Chi-square Test of Compliments Across Male 
and Female Participants!
Name Male  Female  χ2 
Bound semantic formulas    
Advice 5 9 7.54 , P= 0.37 
Contrast 6 10  
Explanation 13 9  
Future reference 9 15  
Information question 18 13  
Request 2 0  
Unbound semantic formulas    
Explicit compliments 139 141  
Implicit compliments 72 65  
 
The quantitative analysis of the Saudi EFL speakers’ compliments shows some 
variations across genders. However, the Chi-square results indicate that there are no 
significant differences between males and females in the choice of compliment 
strategies. This means that the male and female participants used the same 
compliment strategies.   
4.5.2  Compliment Responses  
Table 35 shows frequencies, percentages and Chi-square tests of compliment 
responses across male and female participants. 
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Table 35. Frequencies, Percentages and Chi-square Tests of Compliment Responses 
Across Male and Female Participants 
Name Male  Female  χ2 
Agreement    
Acceptances    
Appreciation token 100 69 12.15, P < 0.05  
Comment Acceptance 48 54  
Praise Upgrade 22 39  
Comment History 10 9  
Transfers    
Reassignment 1 3  
Return 35 40  
Non-Agreement    
Scale Down 27 27  
 
The Chi-square analysis of the Saudi EFL speakers’ responses to compliments 
shows some variations across genders. Table 35 indicates that there are differences 
between males and females in compliment response strategies (χ2 = 12.15, P< 0.05). 
It also indicates that the female and male participants used different compliment 
response strategies. The details are addressed in the following paragraph.   
Overall, “acceptance” was the most frequently used compliment response 
strategy. The data shows that male participants employed more “acceptance” 
strategies than females when responding to compliments. Men used 170 acceptance 
strategies, which include “appreciation token”, “comment acceptance” and “praise 
upgrade” in their compliment responses!while women used 162 (Table 35). 
!
96!
The data shows that the male participants used more “appreciation token” 
strategies than the females in responding to the compliments. Males used 100 while 
females used 69 appreciation token strategies when responding to compliments. 
The data shows that the female participants used slightly more “comment 
acceptance” strategies than the males when responding to compliments. Males used 
48 while females used 54 “comment acceptance” strategies in compliment responses. 
The data shows that the female participants used more “praise upgrade” 
strategies than the males in responding to the compliments. Males used 22 while 
females employed 39 “praise upgrade” strategies in compliment responses. 
“Non-acceptance” strategies were the second-most frequently used type of 
agreement strategy. The data shows that male and female participants employed the 
same number of “non-acceptance” strategies when responding to compliments.  
 
4.5.3 Compliment Structure  
Table 36 shows frequencies, percentages and Chi-square tests for compliment 
structures across male and female participants.  
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Table 36. Frequencies, Percentages and Chi-square tests for Compliment Structures 
Across Male and Female Participants 
Name Male  Female  χ2 
1.     NP is/looks (really) ADJ 1 0  
2.     I (really) like/love NP 28 40 12.17, P = 0.09 
3.     PRO is (really) (a) ADJ NP 50 44  
4.     You V (a) (really) ADJ NP 15 15  
5.     You V NP (really) ADV 25 45  
6.     You have (a) (really) ADJ NP 13 12  
7.     What (a) ADJ NP! 6 7  
8.     ADJ NP! 38 24  
9.     Isn’t NP ADJ! 0 0  
 The Chi-square analysis of the Saudi EFL speakers’ compliment structure 
shows some variations across genders. However, the Chi-square results indicate that 
there are no significant differences between males and females in their use of 
compliment structures. This means that male and female participants used the same 
structures. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
5.1  Introduction 
This chapter evaluates the data that was analyzed in Chapter Four in respect to 
the three research questions presented in Chapter Three.  The research questions are: 
1. What are the semantic and structural forms used by young Saudis to express 
compliments and compliment responses in English? 
2. How does the topic of a compliment affect the way in which young Saudis 
express compliments in English? 
3. What are the differences between male and female EFL learners regarding 
compliments and compliment responses in English? 
The discussion of the results in respect to each question leads to important 
conclusions regarding the compliments and compliment responses within the foreign 
language context of Saudi students. These conclusions will be discussed in the next 
chapter using a sociolinguistic framework.  
5.2  Discussion of Results 
This discussion considers the current knowledge in the field and relates the 
data to each of the research questions.  
5.2.1  Semantic and Structural Forms Used by Saudi Students 
Across the range of situations included in the DCT, the dominant forms of 
compliments used by the participants were unbound semantic formulas which took 
the form of either explicit or implicit comments (Table 37). The table presents the 
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compliment with the highest frequency of use in the cohort (primary comment) and 
the compliment with the second-highest frequency (secondary comment). The 
situations are rated according to the degree of closeness of the participants (1=low, 
5=average, 10 = high), whether the situation is formal or not, and whether there is a 
difference in gender between the two participants. The table has been generated from 
the findings in Chapter Four. 
Table 37. Semantic Formulas of Compliments Provided by Saudi Students  
Situation  Closeness of 
Participants 
Formality 
Situation 
Gender 
difference 
Primary 
Comment 
Secondary 
Comment 
1 10 No Yes Explicit 
(68.37%) 
Implicit 
(29.13%) 
2 8 No No Explicit 
(62.50%) 
Implicit 
(30%) 
3 6 No No Explicit 
(43.27%) 
Implicit 
(21.88%); 
Future 
reference 
(17.33%); 
Information 
(12.60%) 
4 10 No Yes Explicit 
(42.11%) 
Implicit 
(20%); 
Contrast 
(16.84%) 
5 8 No No Explicit 
(41.67%) 
Implicit 
(41.67%) 
6 8 No No Explicit 
(64.36%) 
Implicit 
(16.09%) 
 
Unbound semantic formulas can be either explicit or implicit. Table 37 
presents a summary of the six situations included in the DCT. 
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Table 38. Semantic Formulas from the Six Situations in the DCT 
!
 Percentages 
Bound Semantic Formulas 21.02% 
Unbound Semantic Formulas 78.98% 
Explicit Compliments 53.03% 
Implicit Compliments 25.95% 
It is apparent from Table 38 that the most common compliments are unbound 
semantic formulas. In total they comprise 78.98% of all the compliments, with 
53.03% being explicit compliments and 25.95% being implicit. This is in line with 
the findings of Pour and Zarei (2016) and Yuan (2002). There does not appear to be 
any linkage between the closeness of the participants and the level of usage of 
explicit compliments across all six situations. This is evidenced by Situation 1 and 
Situation 4. Situation 1 involves a brother and sister, one of whom is complimenting 
the other on the winning of a scholarship. Situation 4 involves a brother and sister, 
one of whom is complimenting the other on the expensive shoes he/she is wearing. 
The difference in the nature of the compliments between Situation 1 and Situation 4 
might be explained by the lower likelihood that males will compliment someone on 
their personal appearance (Miles 1994; Rees-Miller, 2011). In Situation 6, a friend 
has finished a long diet, so despite the social relationship being less close than that of 
a brother and sister, the percentage of explicit comments is as high as it is in 
Situations 1 and 4.  
Situation 5 is interesting as the level of use of implicit comments is as high as 
that of explicit comments. Situation 5 concerns the participant being at the house of a 
close friend. The furniture in the house is clean and the visitor wants to compliment 
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his/her friend about this. In this situation the compliment has to be expressed 
carefully to avoid the implication that the house has not been clean and tidy in the 
past. In an Arabic context, commenting on the cleanliness of an individual and their 
surroundings is socially delicate due to strong religious links (Aunger, Greenland, 
Ploubidis, Schmidt, Oxford & Curtis, 2016). The need for mutual respect in a 
socially delicate situation gives rise to the use of implicit comments. 
Bound semantic formulas are only significant in Situation 4. This situation was 
likely to result in the comparison of shoes, their look and price. Such a comparison is 
not evident in Situation 5 due to the focus on cleanliness (Aunger, Greenland, 
Ploubidis, Schmidt, Oxford & Curtis, 2016). When the object is not one that might 
give rise to offence, then the compliments will include elements that provide contrast 
in order to elevate the feeling of self-worth of the person being complimented. The 
risk of making a culturally inappropriate comment on cleanliness means that the 
person giving the compliment needs to be careful to avoid causing unintended 
offence. To avoid giving offence, the complimenter compares the clean furniture in 
the house with other anonymous people’s homes that the complimenter has seen.  
The highest use of bound semantic formulas occurred in Situation 3, with 
34.85% of the compliments being of this form (Table 9). Situation 3 involved a 
neighbour showing the participant a new mobile phone. The participant is impressed 
by the features on the phone. Rather than provide a personal compliment, the 
participant is more interested in talking about the future impact that the phone will 
have on the life of its owner and information on the features of the phone. There is 
less focus on complimenting the individual and a greater focus on the object rather 
than the subject.   
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Looking at the structural forms that were used, there does not appear to be 
support for the contention of Nelson, Bakary and Al-Batal (1996) that the Arabic 
culture uses longer forms of compliments. There was a high degree of variation in 
the types of compliments used, and they did not tend to follow a fixed pattern. This 
appears to be contrary to the findings of Farghal (2006), Kasper (2000) and Manes 
and Wolfson (1981). In this study, the dominant structural form was of the pattern: 
“PRO is (really) (a) ADJ NP” (25.89%). This was followed by the structural forms of 
“You V NP (really) ADV” (19.28%);“I (really) like/love NP” (18.74%) and “ADJ 
NP” (17.08%). This indicates that compliments tended to be full sentences as 
opposed to phrases. A full sentence would be: “I am impressed by your new shoes” 
while a phrase might be “Nice shoes”.  
The types of compliments used for each situation that have scored a frequency 
of over 10% are presented in Table 39. 
Table 39. Frequency of Semantic Compliments 
Situation Compliment 
1 Congratulations (27.65%)  
2 Good, just, well (23.25% Presentation (13.16% 
3 Phone (15.85%) Nice (10.21%) 
4 Shoes (16.88%) Nice (10.82%) 
5 Home, house (14.2%) Furniture (10.70%) 
6 Appearance (13.62%)  
 These scores were derived from the data presented in Chapter Four regarding 
the frequency with which the words were used in each situation.   
Compliments tend to comprise nouns that are supported by adjectives. The 
wide diversity of comments and low frequencies of specific compliments mean that 
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the results of the present study do not support claims made in the literature that 
compliments are formulaic (Manes & Wolfson, 1981; Qanbar, 2012). The findings 
support those of Qanbar (2012) who found that Arabic students use adjectives as 
compliments more often than verbs. The frequency of verbs is very low in this study, 
while the use of nouns and adjectives is high.  
In Situation 1, participants frequently used the word “congratulations” 
followed by a qualifier that contained the word “good”. Personal expressions of 
individual feelings were less frequent. Compliments such as “I am so proud of you” 
or “I pray for you” were made after the use of the word “congratulations”. The use of 
the word “good” was also prevalent in Situation 2 and was more dominant than in 
Situation 1. The major difference is that in Situation 1 the individual had achieved a 
very positive outcome while in Situation 2 the individual was communicating their 
judgement about an action performed by another person. When asked to make a 
judgment prior to framing the compliment, it seems that the person would provide a 
very general and unspecific compliment that expressed a favourable judgement of the 
performance of the individual. The compliment was highly subjective rather than 
objective.  
There is a similarity between the semantic forms of Situation 3 and Situation 4.  
Both situations involved a new purchase: a cell phone in Situation 3 and a pair of 
shoes in Situation 4. The participants in Situation 3 were likely to be less close 
socially than those in Situation 4, as Situation 4 involved a sibling relationship and 
Situation 3 involved a relationship between neighbours. The similarity of the 
responses suggests that the social context of the situation did not exert a strong 
influence over the choice of words (Table 39). Across all situations, it does appear 
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that the pattern of the compliments involved the person referring to the object and 
providing a personal evaluation of their opinion. Typical responses included “the 
furniture is beautiful”, “the shoes look beautiful” and “the phone is nice”. The same 
pattern was used when referring to a change that had occurred to the person. In 
Situation 6 the most common comment was “You look healthy”.   
5.2.2  Impact of Topic of Compliment on Level of Usage 
Each of the first six situations in the study involved a compliment in a different 
social situation. Compliments serve a range of purposes. They can be used to 
reinforce social connections, to encourage another person or to avoid causing offence 
(Brown & Levinson, 1987; Holmes, 1988; Holmes & Brown, 1987; Wolfson, 1983). 
In the six cases, the dominant function of the compliments uttered was to provide 
positive feedback to the recipient. The compliments were intended to minimise the 
possibility that a person might take offence. In the situation where the furniture was 
clean, the focus shifted to the house. The compliments were predominantly affective 
in that they sought to make the other person feel good (Schmidt & Richards, 1980; 
Watts, 2003; Wolfson, 1983). The study did not produce any evidence to support the 
contention by Farghal (2006) that the compliment topic affects the length of the 
compliment. The lengths of the compliments across the six topic areas appear to have 
been consistent.  
Social status influences the use of compliments. Compliments are more 
prevalent amongst people of equal social status and among those who are more 
intimate (Wolfson, 1983). When compliments are between people of unequal status 
they tend to be motivational (Wolfson, 1983). It is very difficult to evaluate the 
influence of social status and intimacy on the prevalence of compliments in this 
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research. From Table 37, it can be seen that the situations that were used for the 
provision of a compliment involved relationships where the individuals involved had 
similar levels of social status.   
In the Arabic-speaking context there are social rules that influence 
compliments. It is expected that people will praise the good actions of another 
(Mohammed, 2012). Situations 1 and 2 involve the provision of compliments based 
on the successful actions of the recipient. The relationship in Situation 1 is family-
based while in Situation 2 it is based on a collegial connection. The frequencies and 
percentages of the types of compliments show little variation between the two 
situations. This suggests that social rules affect the frequencies and percentages of 
the compliments. Irrespective of whether the relationship is familial or professional, 
the person is expected to compliment the other person.   
There is a moderately significant link between compliments and a person’s 
ability and their achievements. This is to be expected. It does appear overall that in 
this study compliments were provided to another person in their own right with very 
little linkage to other attributes. There was no significant connection between the 
topic of the compliment and the words used. The greatest variation occurred in 
Situation 3 where the comment concerned a mobile phone. There appears to have 
been less connection between the object being discussed and its owner than there was 
in the situations which dealt with shoes or furniture. This resulted in an increase in 
the number of bound semantic formulas and a decline in the frequency of unbound 
semantic forms. The attention shifted from the individual to the object, with less of a 
connection than is evidenced in the situations which related to the purchase of shoes 
or the cleaning of furniture. This is likely to be because the focus was on the 
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utilitarian quality of the mobile phone rather than its aesthetic appeal (Andrews, 
Drennan, & Russell-Bennett, 2012; Mack & Sharples, 2009; Sata, 2013).  
5.2.3  Semantic Formulas Used in Compliment Responses 
Holmes (1986) proposed that there are three possible responses to a 
compliment: rejection, acceptance and evasion. Situations 7 to 12 involve responses 
to compliments. Table 40 presents an overview of the data from the compliment 
responses. 
Table 40. Compliment Responses Based on Semantic Formulas 
Situation  Closeness of 
Participants 
Formality 
Situation 
Gender 
difference 
Primary 
Comment 
Secondary 
Comment 
7 6 No No Appreciation 
(51.66%) 
Return 
(35.33%) 
8 4 Yes No Appreciation 
(53.09%) 
Return 
(13.58%); 
Comment 
Acceptance 
(12.35%); 
Praise Upgrade 
(12.35%) 
9 4 Yes No Appreciation 
(40.74%) 
Praise upgrade 
(28.40%); 
Comment 
acceptance 
(23.46%) 
10 4 Yes No Scale down 
(40.50%) 
Appreciation 
(24.05%); 
Comment 
acceptance 
(17.72%); 
Praise upgrade 
(12.66%)  
11 6 No No Scale down 
(23.75%); 
return 
(23.75%) 
Appreciation 
(13.75%);  
12 8 No No Comment 
acceptance 
(43.75%);  
Appreciation 
(23.75%) 
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In Situations 7–9, the most frequently used compliment response strategy is the 
expression of appreciation. The results suggest that the use of this strategy is not 
related to the social distance between the participants or to the formality of the 
situation. This suggests that in this context the socio-religious expectations that 
influenced people’s behaviour required the expression of appreciation when a person 
received a compliment (Falasi, 2007). In Situation 10, in which an employer praises 
an employee for the work that they are doing, the non-agreement responses suggest 
that where the recipient does not accept the praise, they will downplay the praise. In 
the preceding situations (Situations 7–9) the efforts of the individual have resulted in 
an achievement. In Situation 10, on the other hand, the tendency to downplay the 
compliment may be due to the belief that the employee is a member of a team and 
that the team, rather than a specific individual, should receive the compliment. This 
is also suggested in Situation 11, where the efforts of the individual were minor 
compared to the efforts of the person giving the compliment.  
In this research there seems to have been a consistent impulse to return a 
compliment with a compliment. This reflects the social teachings of the Muslim 
faith, which require the individual to express gratitude when receiving a compliment, 
and to endeavour to be humble in their dealings with others. The greatest range of 
compliment responses occurs when the responding individual is in an inferior social 
position compared to the person giving the compliment. Possible responses include: 
acceptance of the comment, upgrading the comment, scaling down of the 
compliment, and the expression of appreciation. This variety is less evident in 
situations where the participants are of equal status, or when the person responding 
to the compliment is in a superior position.  
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Compliment responses for each situation are presented in Table 41.  
Table 41. Frequency of Semantic Formulas of Compliment Responses 
Situation Compliment Response  
7 Appreciate, thank, thanks (39.11%) 
8 Appreciate, thank, thanks (43.10%) 
9 Appreciate, thank, thanks (38.53%) 
10 Appreciate, thank, thanks (32.35%) 
11 Assistance, help, service (16.5%); Appreciate, thank, thanks (16.50%) 
12 Thank, thanks (24.12%) 
 
There appears to be less variety in the range of strategies used to respond to 
compliments than there is in the range of strategies used to give compliments. As can 
be seen in Table 41, the giving of thanks and expressions of appreciation 
predominate. The exception is in Situation 11. Situation 11 is the only situation 
where the person responding to the comment is in a socially superior position and 
has received a compliment from someone in a less powerful position. Here, the 
person is expressing their service arising from their duty that is expected from the 
position that they hold along with their appreciation. The data supports the 
contention that acceptance of compliments is a dominant form for Arabic speakers 
(Al-Batal & Echols, 1996; Herbert & Straight, 1989).  
5.2.4  Impact of gender on compliment usage and responses 
Previous studies have found that there are differences in the ways that males 
and females respond to compliments (Herbert, 1986; Holmes, 1986). However, the 
analysis of the data in the present study found no significant differences between the 
compliment strategies used by males and females. The data supports the proposition 
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that females tend to give compliments more often than males (Herbert, 1990; 
Holmes, 1995; Qanbar, 2012; Wolfson, 1983). There was a higher usage of polite 
forms of compliments amongst women than men (Holmes, 1995). The referential 
meaning of the compliment is more important to men than to women (Wolfson, 
1983). Face – avoiding use of compliments was more prevalent with men than with 
women (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Holmes, 1988).  There was a higher level of 
acceptance of compliments amongst men than women (Chen & Yang, 2010; Ruhi, 
2007; Tang & Zhang, 2009). Men tended to provide performance-based compliments 
while women provided appearance-based compliments (Miles 1994; Rees-Miller, 
2011). These differences existed but were not significant.  
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
!
This research has examined the sociolinguistic use of compliments and 
compliment responses by Saudi (EFL) students. The study aimed to identify the 
semantic and structural formulas used by a cohort of eighty Saudi Arabian EFL 
students studying at the Department of English Language and Literature at Al-Baha 
University in Al-Baha city in Saudi Arabia. The study also investigated gender 
differences with regard to the use of compliments and compliment responses.  
 
The research addressed three research questions:  
1. What are the semantic and structural forms used by young Saudis to express 
compliments and compliment responses in English? 
2. How does the topic of a compliment affect the way in which young Saudis express 
compliments in English? 
3. What are the differences between male and female EFL learners regarding 
compliments and compliment responses in English? 
 
6.1  Summary of Findings 
The research found that the dominant forms of compliments were unbound 
semantic formulas that comprised either explicit or implicit comments. This does not 
appear to be different from the findings about compliment usage amongst other 
cultural groups (Pour & Zarei, 2016; Yuan, 2002). The form used was unaffected by 
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the social relationships between the participants. Where the social context of the 
compliment involved a situation that was delicate, the participants tended to use 
more implicit compliments than explicit. This suggests that the religious 
requirements regarding politeness in the Saudi Arabian context increased the 
likelihood that implicit compliments would be used. Bound semantic formulas will 
be more prevalent in this social situation. Discussions of objects rather than people 
tend to promote a greater use of bound semantic formulas.   
A significant finding was that the cohort showed a high level of variation in the 
range of compliments that were used, and that there was no fixed pattern to their use. 
The cohort used adjectives as compliments rather than verbs. This finding is 
congruent with the research of Qanbar (2012).  It does appear that the use of 
compliments amongst Saudi Arabian students is strongly influenced by the social 
need to not cause offence to the other person. There was no evidence to support the 
findings of Farghal (2006) that the contextual situation affects the length of the 
compliment among Arabic speakers. The length of the compliments used was 
consistent across all situations. The use of both compliments and compliment 
responses is not affected by the nature of the social relationship that exists between 
the people communicating. Compliments require a return compliment and are used to 
establish social equality and mutual respect.  
The other significant finding in the research was a lack of difference in the 
types of compliments and compliment responses according to gender. The only 
identified difference was that females tended to provide more compliments than 
males. Men tended to accept compliments more than women and provided 
compliments that were performance based. Females tended to provide compliments 
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that were appearance based. The findings suggest that gender differences in the use 
of compliments and compliment responses transcend cultures. This may be reflective 
of the different social standing that women have in society compared to men.  
6.2  Contribution 
Although prior to this study there had not been enough research into the use of 
compliments and responses to compliments in the Saudi context, there have been 
studies conducted within Muslim countries. In the Arab World, Farghal (2006) 
examined Kuwaiti students’ realisation of compliments at the college level. Using a 
(DCT) the study found that the Arabic language affects the students’ complimenting 
behaviour when they used English. The study found that the students used a 
relatively fixed pattern to express compliments and that the compliment topic was an 
important determinant of the length of compliments and compliment responses.  
Falaisi (2007) used a DCT to study pragmatic transfer in the United Emirates 
amongst female students. Falaisi (2007) found that Arabic native speakers do not use 
target-like responses when they compliment. In an Egyptian context, Nelson, Bakary, 
and Al-Batal, M. (1996). found that Egyptian speakers primarily use adjectives and 
full sentences for compliments. This was supported in the study of compliments by 
Ebadi and Salman (2015) in the context of Iraq. In a Persian context, Karimnia and 
Afghari (2011) found that compliments were important as part of a socio-religious 
requirement to provide compliments to others.   
The present research does not support previous findings that the Arab culture 
tends to favour longer forms of compliments (Nelson, Bakery and Al-Batal, 1996). 
One possible reason for this may be that the cohort of younger Saudi people had been 
influenced by western linguistic practices.  Whereas Farghal (2006), Kasper (2000), 
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Qanbar (2012) and Manes and Wolfson (1981) found that Arabic speakers tend to 
use a fixed pattern of compliment usage that had a low degree of variation, this study 
found the reverse to be true. This may be due to the nature of the cohort that was 
used in this research.  
The research was unable to provide a definitive insight into the influence of the 
degree of intimacy and social status of the people involved. However, the research 
identified that the socio-religious rules that dominate the highly conservative culture 
of Saudi Arabia do influence the way that compliments are used. Although exposure 
to western language and culture may be changing the way that young Saudis 
semantically express compliments, the socio-religious rules that influence behaviour 
and relationships remain. The research found that irrespective of the relationship 
between the participants, there is a strong requirement for the participants to be polite 
to each other. Compliments tend to be given out of social necessity rather than as a 
genuine expression of how the person feels.  
6.3  Implications  
Further comparative research is needed to increase the level of understanding 
of the use of compliments in the Saudi Arabian context. The research has identified a 
need to assess whether there is a fundamental difference between the ways in which 
younger Saudis use compliments and the ways in which older generations do so. The 
research suggests that there has been a change. This is worthy of investigation into 
the precise nature of this change and the underlying causes. This is necessary as it 
may be evidence of a significant cultural change occurring in the younger generation 
due to the gradual westernisation of the Saudi Arabian educational system, the 
increased exposure of Saudi Arabian students to western education through 
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international scholarships, and greater exposure to Western education. The 
significant difference between the findings in this study and those of previous studies 
in regard to how compliments are used warrants further investigation to determine 
whether this difference can be found in other cohorts of Saudi Arabian students. If 
this difference is found to be evident in a wider group of students, then it will imply 
that the exposure of Saudi Arabian students to English and to western culture is 
changing the ways in which they use compliments.    
The central finding of this research is that the Saudi culture may be undergoing 
a semantic cultural change in the way that young people use compliments and 
respond to compliments. Although the causes of this change were not a focus of this 
research, the fact that this change is occurring signals that a wider cultural change 
may be taking place. The politeness which tends to characterise Muslim cultures still 
exerts a strong influence on the use of compliments. This change appears to be 
occurring, as the cohort showed a high degree of variability in their semantic framing 
of compliments and compliment responses. This might indicate a displacement of the 
collective culture of Saudi Arabia with a more individualistic one.  
There is a need for students learning English to shift their focus from a 
grammatical orientation towards developing pragmatic competence. The lack of 
variation in how students use compliments in different situations indicates how 
politeness restricts the variability of compliments and responses to compliments. 
EFL learners need to be trained in the use of compliments in other cultural settings. 
This comes with the danger that has been identified in this research. Greater 
exposure to cultural and linguistic differences in the use of compliments and 
compliment responses may be instrumental in initiating linguistic cultural change. 
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This exposure may result in less conservative and religious-based social utterances.  
This research has identified the beginnings of a cultural change in how young Saudis 
are using compliments and responding to compliments.  
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